
IV. Cross-Cutting Recommendations for 
Implementation of Key Principles

There are five cross-cutting elements that are 
necessary to advance feminist foreign policy across 
the whole-of-government: (1) High level leadership
with mandate to promote feminist foreign policy; (2) 
Commitment to gender parity, diversity and inclu-
sion both internally, among leadership and staff, 
and externally, co-created12 with feminists outside 
government; (3) Training and capacity-building to 
ensure robust implementation; (4) Gender analysis 
underlying all aspects of foreign policy; and (5) 
Adequate resourcing to ensure all of the above.

The full embrace of these elements would be a 
considerable departure from the status quo of how 
U.S. foreign policy is currently structured. As such, 
this discussion draft outlines two architectural 
models that might achieve this. Over the course of 
the ensuing consultations and outreach these 
proposals will be sharpened and adapted to inform 
the final proposal for a U.S. feminist foreign policy, 
to be published in early 2020. 

Potential Models of High-Level Leadership for 
Feminist Foreign Policy

1. Presidential Leadership and Mainstreaming 
Throughout Current Structures
In this model, the President announces that the 
United States will adopt a feminist foreign policy, to 
be co-created and implemented in consultation with 
feminists inside and outside of government, and 
commits to ensure cohesion across all levers of 
foreign policy using existing structures. Under this 
approach, the executive branch adopts a coherent 
and unified vision for feminist foreign policy, and 
each agency articulates a series of commitments— 
including staffing, budgetary, legislative affairs and 
communications—to implement it. High-level 
leadership and cohesion would likely spur more 
meaningful action throughout the government and 
ensure that the agenda is mainstreamed across all 
relevant agencies as well as become a core priority 
for White House offices, including public engage-
ment, legislative affairs and the National Security 
Council (NSC).

2. New Structures: Creation of A Feminist Coun-
cil in the White House
Another model is the establishment of a new and 
separate authority for the development, implemen-

tation, and reporting of a U.S. feminist foreign 
policy, potentially including a standalone body to 
guide and monitor implementation. This would 
include Secretaries of each agency as well as civil 
society leaders from the United States and around 
the world. The council would oversee a robust 
budget and would coordinate with relevant domes-
tic agencies as well. This council would have 
statutory authority as well as a public engagement 
function, centralizing engagement with gender 
issues and coordinating key high-level stakeholders 
across and outside of the government, including the 
NSC. The work of the White House Council on 
Women and Girls, which has traditionally had a 
more domestic than global focus, would be 
subsumed under the new Council as it would 
include an equal emphasis on a feminist approach 
to policy at home and abroad. The Council would 
coordinate efforts—from policy formulation to 
implementation and progress reporting--across 
agencies, elevating gender issues in the executive 
branch and integrating gender within White House 
structures. 

It is critical that such a structure have authority, 
funding and a mandate to meaningfully and trans-
parently engage with civil society. Otherwise, it runs 
the risk of separating gender from the places where 
power is concentrated and where key decisions are 
made, rather than integrating gender into the fabric 
of the government. The Council could also include 
members outside of government, particularly 
women and other marginalized groups from the 
Global South who would advise relevant agencies 
on of the outcomes, goals and objectives against 
which to be measured, which would be particularly 
important for ensuring foreign assistance is deliv-
ered in line with its intentions.

3. Additional Actions to Develop and Implement 
Feminist Foreign Policy Across Government
In addition to one of the above structural models for 
feminist foreign policy, the following actions should 
be implemented across the whole-of-government. 
Agency-specific recommendations follow in the 
ensuing section.

● Achieve gender parity in political appoint-
ments and diversity and intersectional repre-
sentation throughout all agencies and ranks 
of government.

● Co-create  feminist foreign policy with femi-
nists inside and outside of the government, 

I. Background

With the launch of Sweden’s Feminist Foreign 
Policy in 2014,1 Canada’s Feminist Foreign Assis-
tance Policy in 20172 and France’s Feminist 
Foreign Policy in 2019,3 a group of Washing-
ton-based foreign policy experts and advocates for 
global gender equality came together over the 
course of three days in August of 2019 to sketch out 
what such an effort might look like for the United 
States. The group's discussion built off of a 
research review of feminist foreign policy as 
expressed by other countries,4 as well as ideas 
surfaced from consultations with more than 100 
feminist activists from over 30 countries. The 
experts gathered discussed policy ideas in the 
following areas: diplomacy, defense, foreign assis-
tance and trade, as well as in the cross-cutting 
issue areas of climate change5 and sexual and 
reproductive health and rights.6 A final policy 
agenda will be refined through global consultations 
and input of additional experts and organizations, 
and will be published ahead of events marking the 
25th anniversary of the Fourth World Conference 
on Women in Beijing and resulting Declaration and 
Platform for Action.7 This document elucidates a 
vision for the highest standard of U.S. foreign policy 
that promotes gender equality, human rights, peace 
and environmental integrity. It includes a proposed 
definition, key principles and policy recommenda-
tions that will be expanded and refined over coming 
months.

II. Defining a Feminist Foreign Policy for the 
United States

A country’s foreign policy is a statement of its 
values and priorities. The implementation of foreign 
policy, across all of its various levers, is one demon-
stration of how a nation lives its values. Now more 
than ever, the United States needs a feminist 
approach—one that fundamentally alters the way 
the nation conducts itself, prioritizing the importance 
of diplomatic solutions, cooperating with allies and 
international institutions, embracing a progressive, 
inclusive and rights-based agenda, valuing the 
voices of the most marginalized and addressing 
racist, ableist, sexist, homophobic and transphobic 
and patriarchal and/or male-dominated systems of 
power. 

Foreign policy shapes how a government defines 

and prioritizes peace and security, structures trade, 
provides humanitarian aid and development assis-
tance and works with other nations and non-state 
actors. Coherence across all aspects of foreign 
policy is paramount for a feminist approach; so too 
should coherence extend across domestic and 
foreign policy, with both embracing the same femi-
nist values.

To clarify the goals of a feminist foreign policy and 
to promote coherence of a feminist approach 
across policy domains, the following draft definition 
is proposed: 

Feminist foreign policy is the policy of a state that 
defines its interactions with other states, as well as 
movements and other non-state actors, in a manner 
that prioritizes gender equality and environmental 
integrity, enshrines the human rights of all, seeks to 
disrupt colonial, racist, patriarchal and male-domi-
nated power structures, and allocates significant 
resources, including research, to achieve that 
vision. Feminist foreign policy is coherent in its 
approach across all of its levers of influence, 
anchored by the exercise of those values at home 
and co-created with feminist activists, groups and 
movements, at home and abroad.

Taking that as the guiding vision for feminist foreign 
policy, there are a number of key principles and 
policy recommendations that apply across the 
whole of the U.S. government. Following this, 
specific policy recommendations are made for each 
of the major levers of foreign policy—aid, trade, 
diplomacy and defense—as well as thematic priori-
ties that should be addressed within a U.S. feminist 
foreign policy. This is not yet a complete policy 
package; additional consultations and efforts will 
augment, refine and supplement this opening salvo 
over the course of ensuing months. However, it is a 
solid start.

III. Key Principles for U.S. Feminist Foreign 
Policy

Given the complicated legacy of U.S. global 
engagement as both a colony and colonizer, as well 
as its associated history of struggles for racial, 
gender and environmental integrity both at home 
and abroad, a number of key principles should 
underpin a U.S. feminist foreign policy.

First, human rights are women’s rights and wom-
en’s rights are human rights. U.S. foreign policy 
must respect the rights recognized by international 
and domestic law and should place itself on the 
side of those seeking to defend and expand the 
rights and freedoms of individuals and groups 
around the world. 

Second, U.S. policy should be representative, 
inclusive, responsive and accountable to stake-
holders. Foreign policy has traditionally been 
informed by patriarchal and discriminatory social 
norms and implemented through male-dominated 
institutions. A feminist approach demands gender 
parity in representation, as well as active commit-
ment to gender, racial and other forms of diversity, 
equity and inclusion. A U.S. government commit-
ment to diversity and inclusion should not exclu-
sively focus on rhetoric and internal processes, but 
also on the impact of its policies and public-private 
partnerships on diverse communities. As such, this 
principle includes a government-wide commitment 
to consultation with civil society and feminist move-
ments outside of government, including and espe-
cially in the Global South. 

Third, a feminist foreign policy should take an 
intersectional approach to feminism. This is an 
approach that takes into account and seeks to 
address the multiple and often intersecting forms of 
discrimination such as gender, race, age, class, 
socioeconomic status, physical or mental ability, 
gender or sexual identity, religion or ethnicity.8

Fourth, a feminist foreign policy should promote 
and protect bodily autonomy. Recognizing that the 
oppression of women and gender-nonconforming 
individuals has traditionally been expressed in the 
regulation and restriction of bodies and rights, a 
feminist approach would model its inverse, starting 
with the basic principle of bodily autonomy. A
feminist approach embraces sexual and reproduc-
tive health and rights, which according to the 
Guttmacher Institute is defined as: “A state of 
physical, emotional, mental and social well-being in 
relation to all aspects of sexuality and reproduction, 
not merely the absence of disease, dysfunction, or 
infirmity. Therefore, a positive approach to sexuality 
and reproduction should recognize the part played 
by pleasurable sexual relationships, trust and 
communication in promoting self-esteem and 
overall well-being. All individuals have a right to 
make decisions governing their bodies and to 

access services that support that right.”9 This 
approach should also enshrine bodily autonomy, 
which the Blueprint for Sexual and Reproductive 
Health, Rights and Justice defines as: “Achieving 
the highest standard of sexual and reproductive 
health and rights is based on the fundamental 
human rights of all individuals to: have their bodily 
integrity, privacy and personal autonomy respected; 
freely define their own sexuality; decide whether 
and when to be sexually active; choose their sexual 
partners; have safe and pleasurable sexual experi-
ences; decide whether, when and whom to marry; 
decide whether, when and by what means to have 
a child or children and how many children to have; 
and have access over their lifetimes to the informa-
tion, resources, services and support necessary to 
achieve all the above, free from discrimination, 
coercion, exploitation and violence.”

Fifth, environmental integrity. Here, environmental 
integrity is defined as the sustenance of biophysical 
processes that support all living organisms, by 
protecting diversity, ecological functions and resil-
ience of all ecosystems. Climate change erodes 
human freedoms and limits choice. However, the 
impacts of climate change are not felt equally. 
Climate change affects everyone, but women and 
men experience the impacts differently, and women 
are often disproportionately negatively affected. 
Women, compared to men, often have limited 
access to resources, more restricted rights, limited 
mobility and a muted voice in shaping decisions 
and influencing policy. Climate change can also 
impact security, particularly for those who are 
already most vulnerable in a society, often women, 
girls, gender minorities and LGBTQIA+ persons, 
those with disabilities and most especially those 
with intersecting marginalized identities. Threats 
related to the climate crisis generally viewed as a  
“threat multiplier- a phenomenon that can worsen 
or exacerbate other sources of instability and 
conflict, such as competition for natural resources 
and ethnic tensions.”10  By way of just one exam-
ple, following extreme climate-related flooding in 
Bangladesh, child marriage rates soared.11 All 
efforts to adapt to and mitigate climate change 
must include specific protections for and acknowl-
edgment of the harm to communities of color, 
indigenous peoples and other frontline and margin-
alized communities around the world, while seeking 
to address gender inequality.

Currently, U.S. foreign assistance has several 
contingencies, ranging from how goods and 
services are sourced and delivered to how trade 
agreements are shaped. These contingencies often 
make aid costlier to deliver and less effective 
overall. It is recommended that all limiting condi-
tions  on U.S. foreign assistance be removed, such 
as the prioritization of U.S. private sector entities 
and faith-based organizations through foreign 
assistance. In its current form, U.S. foreign policy 
exempts some U.S.-funded organizations from 
implementing U.S. policy. Other forms of contingen-
cies make it difficult to establish the trust required to 
implement services, reach key populations and 
otherwise directly engage with those USAID is most 
meant to serve. The removal of conditions on U.S. 
foreign assistance would make assistance dollars 
go farther.

Recommendations for all agencies providing 
foreign assistance including USAID, State, DOD, 
MCC, the Peace Corps, DOJ, USDA and the 
Department of Labor:

● Increase investments in gender equality as 
measured by the OECD-DAC, as well as 
direct support for women’s rights organiza-
tions. 

● Prioritize co-creation and local ownership of 
foreign aid, with local constituencies inform-
ing development programs from their incep-
tion through to evaluation, including participa-
tory approaches such as community score-
cards. 

● Allocate robust and transparent funding for 
gender equality in international development 
and humanitarian assistance, and throughout 
foreign assistance. This should include a floor 
of 20 percent of ODA for gender equality as a 
principal objective (OECD-DAC marker 2) 
and requiring gender analysis for all of U.S. 
foreign assistance programs (OECD-DAC 
marker 1 and 2 combined, gender equality as 
a principal or significant objective). 

● Substantially increase direct investments in 
women-led and women’s rights organiza-
tions. One mechanism that should be consid-
ered in this regard is Canada’s recent-
ly-launched Equality Fund, which supports 
women’s rights organizations and feminist 
movements by providing technical assis-
tance, financial resources and grounding that 
work in the priorities identified by local orga-

nizations and the movements leading change 
in their communities.15 Of particular interest is 
that the Fund itself ($300m CAD) is managed 
by feminist funders—including women’s 
funds and gender-lens investors—and not by 
Canada’s development agency.

● Repeal the expanded Mexico City Policy 
(also referred to as “Protecting Life in Global 
Health Assistance” by the current administra-
tion or the global gag rule by advocates) and 
ensure funding for sexual and reproductive 
health and comprehensive sexuality educa-
tion. This aligns with other actions raised 
during the August 2019 convening, including 
working with Congress to end the Helms 
Amendment (banning the use of federal 
funds for abortion as a family planning 
method) and National Security Presidential 
Directive 22 (which conflates human traffick-
ing and sex work), as well as the foreign 
policy proposals outlined in the Blueprint for 
Sexual and Reproductive Health, Rights and 
Justice.

[Placeholder for Feminist Humanitarian Aid]
The majority of the group discussion on feminist aid 
focused on development assistance, to the exclu-
sion of humanitarian assistance. This will be 
addressed after future consultation with humanitari-
an organizations such as the International Rescue 
Committee (which has recently launched a feminist 
approach to humanitarian aid).

2. Trade 
Trade is a necessary and vital component of a 
nation’s economic success and growth and a key 
part of their engagement with other nations. At 
various points in the nation’s history, trade has 
been used as a way to grow America’s power 
globally, to maintain world order, to encourage 
peace, reduce domestic debt and to combat autoc-
racy.

A U.S. feminist foreign policy would prioritize femi-
nist trade policy through the promotion of women’s 
rights and equitable and dignified labor practices up 
and down the value chain, as well as the reduction 
and mitigation of the harmful impacts of climate 
change associated with trade. Importantly, it would 
go beyond where other countries who have insert-
ed a gender chapter in trade agreements have 
gone, including women’s rights commitments in the 
binding sections of deals. 

A successful trade policy should be one that: (1) 
Refrains from trade deals that won't equally benefit 
women due to de jure discrimination (e.g., import-
ing goods from sectors that have legal restrictions 
on women's employment); (2) Prioritizes support of 
local actors —– e.g., trade unions or workers’ rights 
organizations — to engage in trade negotiations 
and raise complaints/violations; and (3) Set targets 
for public procurement from women-owned firms.

Mechanisms exist for analyzing gender impacts of 
trade  throughout the value chain, such as those 
developed for gender analysis in MCC  and World 
Bank projects, or a certification mechanism, such 
as EDGE. Such mechanisms could track the 
amount of trade dollars that go towards wom-
en-owned businesses and promoting women’s and 
gender equality in the value chain, giving a compet-
itive advantage to those private sector entities who 
are doing more to promote gender equality in order 
to foster private sector growth in this area.

Specific recommendations for trade policy and 
practices under a U.S. feminist foreign policy 
include:

● The development of new mechanisms to link 
gender equality to environmental and labor 
concerns in trade agreements. 

● Incorporating women’s human rights and 
gender equality in bilateral and multilateral 
trade agreements, specifically in the binding 
sections. This includes principles around 
debt and redress in how these objectives are 
met. 

● Re-engagement in the Paris Agreement, 
which articulates some of these principles in 
the preamble. The United States should go 
further than the Paris Agreement, however, 
to operationalize these principles. 

● Support for and investment in the United 
Nations Framework Convention on Climate 
Change (UNFCCC) gender action plan, 
including aims to enhance women's partici-
pation and leadership in national delegations 
and on boards and bodies of the Convention, 
as well as enhanced gender-responsive 
implementation of national climate plans and 
policies. The UNFCCC supports increased 
participation of women in climate negotia-
tions and also contains specific gender 
action plans which reports on boards and 
bodies, includes a senior gender advisor and 

gender team and requests for training. The 
United States should be aware of and 
engaged in improving trade negotiations in 
their national plans and tracked against 
gender and climate actions.  

● Working towards the goal of mobilizing jointly 
$100 billion per year by 2020, the United 
States should re-commit ambitious and 
fair-share contributions to the Green Climate 
Fund, ensuring gender-responsive financing. 

● All trade agreements should include a 
gender analysis as well as a strategy for 
energy democracy and emissions reduction 
and climate change mitigation. There should 
be a financial commitment that is 100 
percent gender-responsive. 

● Trade agreements should not enforce ideo-
logically-driven agendas, such as privatiza-
tion of government entities or dismantling of 
health, safety and labor protections. The 
harms of these measures usually fall most 
heavily on women, lower income and margin-
alized people and are rarely compensated 
directly or indirectly through improved job 
creation or income. 

3. Defense
In order to achieve the goal of a more peaceful and 
healthy planet, U.S. national security and defense 
operations must be transformed. U.S. military 
interventions should be a last resort after fully 
utilizing the many and powerful tools available 
within the foreign policy apparatus: diplomacy, aid 
and trade. Military action should be primarily 
defensive in nature and require a very high stan-
dard of need. Additionally, military action should 
only be undertaken with a full and democratic 
debate, due political process16 and full disclosure of 
rationale, analysis of implications and clear goals 
and milestones for intervention. Where military 
action is chosen, it should be carefully overseen 
and subject to sunset provisions aimed at prevent-
ing mission creep, civilian deaths and ongoing 
obligations to continued military operations. 

Furthermore, a more feminist military policy com-
mits to preventing and responding to gender-based 
violence in conflict and to meaningfully including 
women and those who face discrimination in 
security forces, peace negotiations and post-con-
flict rebuilding. It encourages a diversity of intelli-
gence sources, including women and other margin-
alized groups, to understand the true scope of 

security concerns and impacts of potential actions 
and design responses with those interests in mind. 

The body of international and U.S. law that has 
most directly sought to advance this approach to 
military action is U.N. Security Council Resolution 
1325 and ensuing, “sister” resolutions that have 
formed the women, peace and security (WPS) 
agenda. A radical resolution when it passed in 
2000, UNSCR 1325 sought to advance human 
security and the promotion of peace via specific 
protections for women’s safety in conflict settings 
and their meaningful involvement in peacekeeping 
and humanitarian response, peace processes and 
rebuilding post-conflict.17 The United States has 
sought to incorporate UNSCR 1325 into its foreign 
policy through the U.S. National Action Plan (NAP) 
on Women, Peace and Security, first launched in 
2011 and updated in 2016,18 and subsequently by 
the Women, Peace and Security Act of 2017 and 
mandated National Strategy on Women, Peace and 
Security of 2019.19 Taken together, these laws and 
policies give the defense community the doctrinal 
mandate to implement UNSCR 1325 as a core part 
of their work. Gender analyses across both internal 
and external defense operations and an explicit 
focus on expanding gender expertise through 
training and recruitment and the diversification of 
intelligence sources will go a long way in advancing 
the necessary transformation of the U.S. defense 
apparatus in line with various existing WPS policy 
frameworks.

Specific recommendations for defense efforts 
authorized under a U.S. feminist foreign policy 
include:

● Crafting a National Security Strategy (NSS) 
that reflects women’s and other marginalized 
and gendered experiences.

● Fully implementing U.S. commitments to the 
women, peace and security agenda. In order 
to ensure that the U.S. government upholds 
these commitments, Congress should not 
release funds to agencies who are not imple-
menting their obligations in this area.  

● Creating a new, high-level position, either 
reporting to the Secretary of Defense at DOD 
or reporting to the National Security Advisor 
at the NSC, that is charged with developing 
and overseeing implementation of a more 
feminist approach to defense as part of the 
U.S. feminist foreign policy.

● Ensuring equal opportunity to meet perfor-
mance standards for female and LGBTQIA+ 
servicemembers.

● Lifting the transgender servicemember ban.
● Retooling internal policies to ensure provision 

of child care and spousal support that does 
not assume a male service member and 
female “trailing” spouse, and a total redesign 
of promotion and retention policies to be 
predicated on the successful implementation 
of gender equitable work and increased and 
diverse recruitment and promotion

● Ensuring comprehensive coverage of and 
access to sexual and reproductive health 
services, including contraception and abor-
tion, for people serving in the military. 

● Designing and delivering meaningful and 
consistently implemented justice mechanisms 
for those within the military system, but also 
for those outside of the system but against 
whom acts of gender-based violence are 
committed by military personnel.

● Providing increased training on the women, 
peace and security agenda and its integration 
into military colleges and training. An intro-
duction to WPS should be part of basic 
training. Additionally, there should be an 
independent evaluation gender training 
program at DOD that includes recommenda-
tions for improvement that are acted upon. In 
order to ensure a gender lens is incorporated 
across the board and not siloed or marginal-
ized, each and every member of U.S. 
defense and military operations—including 
political appointees and contractors—should 
receive training in gender analysis. 

4. Diplomacy
The United States must foster increased collabora-
tion and cooperation among state and non-state 
actors. This includes supporting the institutions and 
mechanisms that facilitate cooperation and non-mil-
itary conflict resolution and peaceful competition, as 
well as mitigating the effects of climate change. A
new framework for diplomacy is necessary to 
implement a feminist foreign policy that is respon-
sive to these and other concerns and will require 
leadership by both Congress and all elements of 
U.S. diplomatic action. If the United States is to lead 
the world as a moral authority or rapporteur on 
human rights abuses, then it must lead by example, 
particularly with countries where women’s freedom 
and bodily autonomy is a concern. There are three 

areas for immediate and sustained action to 
advance feminist diplomacy in the United States: 
(1) internal State Department  staffing, training and 
operations; (2) bilateral and multilateral diplomatic 
efforts;  and (3) the design and delivery of foreign 
assistance funding and technical assistance.

Recommendations include:

● The appointment of a high-level representa-
tive tasked with oversight of the feminist 
approach to diplomacy, including all external 
and internal (HR) practices, and reporting 
directly to the Secretary of State.

● In order for the United States to have a 
feminist, collaborative, civilian-led diplomacy 
equal to the challenges faced, the decline in 
funding and staffing of the State Department 
must be reversed. A specific percentage or 
dollar amount of recommended funding for 
both improving internal staffing and training 
and to support programs that prioritize 
gender equity globally is forthcoming.

● The commitment of the State Department to 
achieving gender balance amongst all U.S. 
diplomatic personnel, including foreign 
service and civil service officers, political 
appointees, cabinet and high-level roles. 
Gender balance should not be the only 
measure of success: the diplomatic architec-
ture needs equal representation of women, 
yes, but especially women of color, trans 
women and other intersectional and margin-
alized identities at all levels and in all auspic-
es of diplomacy. 

● Mandatory training on gender, SRHR, 
anti-racism and implicit bias training in both 
early-career and ongoing professional devel-
opment. In the mandatory six-week training 
course that all foreign service officers (FSOs) 
undergo, known as the A100, advancing 
gender equality should be a key component. 
In addition to FSOs, anyone working with 
State Department funding should undergo 
the gender training, and all FSOs should 
participate in periodic and mandatory refresh-
er courses on gender and SRHR as a key 
part of professional development.

● An update to the State human resources 
policies to ensure that leave policies, includ-
ing family leave, child care, deployment 
options and policies, trailing spouses and 
more, build towards a more equitable and 

just workforce and encourage the promotion 
and retention of those who choose to 
become parents. Gender-based violence and 
workplace harassment should not be tolerat-
ed, and policies that allow abusers to move 
from one post to another once accused 
without facing consequences related to their 
employment and/or promotion should be 
abolished. 

● The elevation of the issue of gender equality 
in bilateral meetings and have consistent 
redlines that can be deployed in negotiations 
surrounding climate and other multilateral 
agreements.  

● The United States must acknowledge and 
codify inconsistencies with an acknowledge-
ment and procedure for why violating U.S. 
ideals to engage in diplomatic actions or 
negotiations that undermine feminist foreign 
policy goals and objectives. As part of this, 
the U.S. government should define terminolo-
gy, including SRHR and clearly articulate 
redlines and what is acceptable in multilateral 
negotiations and include an explicit process 
whereby the United States can remove itself 
from negotiations or agreements.

● The United States must also codify process-
es where there are inconsistencies between 
diplomacy and the overarching goals of a 
feminist foreign policy. This includes engage-
ment with countries that perpetuate human 
rights abuses and drawing redlines around 
where engagement is helpful to those whose 
rights are abused and where, even if it 
serves national interests, the United States 
cannot engage with such states. 

● Mandatory gender analyses in order to 
receive State Department funding and 
include transparent reporting and account-
ability measures against those metrics, this 
includes ex ante estimates and ex post 
reports. Further to that, guidance should be 
issued to Embassies on the status of women 
and prioritizing the status of women a metric 
for evaluating the growth of any country. 
Diplomatic tools like the State Department’s 
annual Country Reports on Human Rights 
Practices should include robust evidence on 
all aspects of women’s human rights, includ-
ing SRHR. These annual country reports are 
key documents for development, humanitari-
an and private sector actors who rely on the 
information they contain to make important 

decisions and investments. 
● The United States must hold itself to the 

same standards to which it holds other state 
actors, reporting on human rights practices 
and abuses as part of the annual country 
Human Rights Reports. This has been done 
in the past in Trafficking in Persons (TIP) 
reports. 

[Placeholder for Immigration]
The group discussion on feminist foreign policy 
raised immigration as a priority issue that would 
need to be addressed but those present lacked 
expertise in this area. Limited recommendations 
that emerged in the course of discussion included 
recognizing gender-based violence and reproduc-
tive coercion (including forced pregnancy) as 
eligibility criteria for individuals seeking asylum in 
the United States as well as law enforcement 
training on these types of claims and how to 
respond and the closure of private detention 
centers and ending of the family separation policy 
for those in detention as well as immigrants and 
asylum seekers. Additional insights will be captured 
in this area in ensuing consultations and a more 
robust chapter on immigration will appear in the 
final proposal released early next year.

VI. Accountability Mechanisms

Perhaps the greatest issue that has emerged from 
consultations to-date is the importance of account-
ability: ensuring that promises to advance a feminist 
approach are honored through full funding, the 
development of participatory approaches to policy 
formulation and implementation, the setting and 
reaching of specific, time-bound and measurable 
goals and through transparency. 

For the purposes of this paper, accountability of a 
feminist foreign policy includes: 1) A process of 
commitment-making, implementation and evalua-
tion that is evidence-based, transparent and inclu-
sive of individuals impacted by its practice; and 2) 
the generation of outcomes that do no harm and 
are desired by and beneficial to those impacted.

Structurally speaking, a U.S. feminist foreign policy 
must be accompanied by a robust mechanism by 
which to publicly track progress on implementation 
and hold promises to account. Two key factors 
within this are the allocation of sufficient funds for 
the full implementation of the policy, and a transpar-

ent and inclusive system of reporting on progress 
and outcomes.

1. Funding
As noted above, the OECD-DAC gender equality 
policy marker records aid activities around a 
three-point scoring system and notes whether the 
policy objective is to promote gender equality as a 
primary objective, significant objective or whether 
gender equality was not targeted as an objective.20

While the gender marker is an imperfect metric, it is 
an immediately available one. Using the 
OECD-DAC marker, a recommended 100 percent 
of U.S. foreign assistance should have gender as a 
principal or significant objective, and of that foreign 
assistance, twenty percent must include gender 
equality as a primary goal. This is consistent with 
Sweden’s achievements under their feminist foreign 
policy,21 and with recommendations by feminist 
activists organizing to influence the Group of 7 (G7) 
in 2019.22

This mechanism needs significant improvements. 
There should be alignment between U.S. budget 
creation and reporting timelines and OECD-DAC 
timelines to ensure that U.S. commitments intended 
to promote gender equality are captured accurately. 
Currently, the Congressional Budget Justification 
(CBJ), which is “the annual presentation to the 
Congress that justifies the entire Foreign Opera-
tions Budget Request and reflects the continuing 
process to provide improved strategic focus, data 
quality”23 occurs early in the calendar year and is 
based on the U.S. government fiscal year, whereas 
the OECD-DAC timeline is not.

In addition to increased and more transparent 
funding for gender equality, the inclusion of groups 
and individuals typically excluded from decision 
making processes is pivotal. Grassroots and local 
organizations best-placed to do critical work to 
reduce gender inequality often lack the technical 
and financial resources to apply for U.S. govern-
ment funding. U.S. policy should balance grass-
roots and community inclusion with mitigating time 
and resource burdens on organizations expected to 
represent traditionally marginalized viewpoints. One 
model to consider in this effort is the recently-estab-
lished Equality Fund. 

Another shortcoming of this mechanism is that it is 
self-reported and there is no external validation or 
independent review confirming that donor-reported 

data is aligned to OECD guidelines for each gender 
policy marker. There should be an independent 
mechanism that tracks and validates self-reported 
data consistently across countries.

2. Reporting
Feminist policymaking must distinguish itself from 
business-as-usual both in its process and 
outcomes. Policymakers and implementers will 
need to clearly articulate those policies or condi-
tions that violet feminist principles (e.g., Tanzania’s 
banning of girls from school when they become 
pregnant). Decisions about what these circum-
stances are, and what U.S. policy reactions should 
be, must be made in consultation with local actors 
to avoid unintended consequences and should be 
transparently reported on to the public as a part of a 
regular reporting. The policy itself, as well as the 
reporting on it, should avoid the creation of new, 
siloed initiatives and explore how to streamline 
existing accountability processes.

We have limited evidence on the extent to which 
international conventions (e.g., the Convention on 
the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination 
Against Women or CEDAW) and other accountabili-
ty mechanisms have played a role in successfully 
narrowing gender gaps and improving the lives of 
women and girls. To date, Sweden’s reporting 
process on their Feminist Foreign Policy has been 
in the form of illustrative case studies rather than 
quantifiable data on outcomes across all levers of 
foreign policy. It is recommended that a U.S. policy 
take on a more robust framework for monitoring 
and evaluating outcomes, rather than outputs, and 
be made publicly available on a regular basis. 

With the understanding that complex social norm 
change takes time, reporting is still necessary to 
demonstrate incremental progress where the 
feminist foreign policy practices are having the 
greatest impact and where they are not. By making 
these actions more visible, greater progress against 
is more likely. In this respect, France’s policy is 
perhaps a good example: they have articulated 
actionable objectives and outcomes, indicators, key 
stakeholders, and an anticipated timeline for com-
pletion against five core areas. The United States 
should undertake a similar mechanism in their 
reporting, creating new, rather than repackaged, 
commitments that are specific, measurable, achiev-
able, relevant and time-bound (SMART).

The United States should also strive for a model of 

external validation, wherein independent research-
ers and civil society representatives examine the 
extent to which commitments have been met and 
report publicly on their findings.

VII. Conclusion

The above recommendations for the restructuring 
and reprioritization of U.S. foreign policy efforts to 
advance a feminist foreign policy on behalf of the 
United States should be viewed as a starting point. 
In the coming months, there will be a series of 
stakeholder consultations to further refine and 
augment this proposal, seeking the benefit of 
additional expertise. At the end of this process, a 
comprehensive proposal will be developed for 
harnessing the full power of U.S. foreign policy in a 
manner that prioritizes gender equality and environ-
mental integrity, enshrines the human rights of all, 
seeks to disrupt colonial, patriarchal and male-dom-
inated power structures and allocates significant 
resources, including research, to achieve that 
vision.

Annex - List of Acronyms and Definitions

Agency: An individual or group’s ability to make 
choices and to transform those choices into desired 
outcomes. Incorporating agency into policy requires 
contemplating issues of autonomy, choice, empow-
erment and meaningful engagement. A feminist 
lens on agency moves beyond seeing women as 
participants or beneficiaries; it means that women 
in all their diversity are experts on their own experi-
ence, agents of their own lives and actors in their 
community and society. 

Bodily autonomy: Achieving the highest standard 
of sexual and reproductive health and
rights is based on the fundamental human rights of 
all individuals to: have their bodily integrity, privacy 
and personal autonomy respected; freely define 
their own sexuality; decide whether and when to be 
sexually active; choose their sexual partners; have 
safe and pleasurable sexual experiences; decide 
whether, when and whom to marry; decide whether, 
when and by what means to have a child or 
children and how many children to have; and have 
access over their lifetimes to the information, 
resources, services and support necessary to 
achieve all the above, free from discrimination, 
coercion, exploitation and violence.

even as the policy is implemented. This 
“co-creation” process should not be a 
one-time event, but rather an iterative and 
reflective exercise that is progressively more 
inclusive over time.

● Adopt or expand gender policies in the White 
House and each agency responsible for 
implementing feminist foreign policy, includ-
ing mandatory gender analyses for all proj-
ects and programs. 

● Gender analyses should be standard prac-
tice in program implementation throughout 
the government, tailored for each agency.  
Gender policies should be both internally and 
externally facing, from personnel decisions to 
agency program interventions. Agencies 
include but are not limited to the Millennium 
Challenge Corporation (MCC), the Depart-
ment of State (State), Department of Defense 
(DOD), Department of Justice (DOJ), Depart-
ment of Agriculture (USDA), Peace Corps, 
the U.S. Agency for International Develop-
ment (USDAID) and the U.S. International 
Development Finance Corporation.  

● Articulate policy limitations: where implemen-
tation of U.S. foreign policy countervenes the 
principles of a feminist foreign policy, includ-
ing in cases of national security, the rationale 
must be publicly articulated. 

● Adopt a common accountability framework 
tracking desired goals, objectives, targets 
and outcomes of the U.S. feminist foreign 
policy as part of a transparent consultation 
process between the government and civil 
society, including but not limited to the public 
reporting of annual progress to promote 
gender equality through both internal opera-
tions and external foreign policy functions. 

V. Agency and/or “Lever”-Specific Recom-
mendations for U.S. Feminist Foreign 
Policy

1. Foreign Assistance 
U.S. foreign assistance helps tens of millions of 
people each year, often providing life-saving assis-
tance. As important as this aid is, it still accounts for 
a tiny slice of the U.S. federal budget, less than one 
percent.13 Of that, a smaller amount supports 
gender equality and inclusion. An infinitesimal 
amount finds its way to local, women-led and 
feminist organizations and grassroots gender 
equality movements—key indicators of the extent 

to which foreign assistance prioritizes gender 
equality. 

A U.S. feminist foreign policy would promote 
gender equality through (1) robust and transparent 
funding to promote gender equality in international 
development and humanitarian assistance; (2) 
gender analysis of all international development 
and humanitarian assistance activities; (3) consul-
tation with and direct investments in women-led 
and women’s rights organizations globally; (4) full 
funding for comprehensive sexual, reproductive 
health and rights programs; and (5) the removal of 
harmful conditio ns tied to U.S. foreign assistance.

One challenge with transparent funding is that most 
mechanisms for tracking foreign assistance are 
self-reported. How one donor government or 
specific development agency defines a project as 
impacting gender equality may differ from another. 
Dollars counted towards promoting gender equality 
may also count towards economic growth or educa-
tion, for example, which makes it difficult to track 
the exact amounts spent to increase gender equali-
ty. One of the most widely used mechanisms to 
track aid that is intended to promote gender equali-
ty is the OECD’s Development Assistance Commit-
tee (DAC) gender equality policy marker. This is a 
qualitative statistical tool that members use to 
report annually on whether an aid activity “principal-
ly” or “significantly” targets gender equality as a 
policy objective. Some private sector entities and 
philanthropies have also begun to monitor their 
activities with this tool.14 While it can be a good way 
to compare country investments against one anoth-
er, there is also the potential for inaccurate report-
ing, given that the current system lacks any form of 
external validation or independent review of donors’
self-reported data. In addition to the DAC recom-
mendations below, the accountability section which 
follows enumerates several other recommenda-
tions for reporting and prioritizing gender equality. 
These include support for women’s rights organiza-
tions in the form of funding and greater transparen-
cy around how projects and programs mainstream 
and/or prioritize gender. Where OECD DAC recom-
mendations are made, below, it is because that is 
currently the best form of tracking and implement-
ing these requests most immediately and before a 
more robust and transparent mechanism can be 
created and utilized.
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Environmental integrity: the sustenance of 
biophysical processes that support all living organ-
isms, by protecting diversity, ecological functions 
and resilience of all ecosystems. 

Feminist foreign policy: Feminist foreign policy is 
the policy of a state that defines its interactions with 
other states, as well as movements and other 
non-state actors, in a manner that prioritizes gender 
equality and environmental integrity, enshrines the 
human rights of all, seeks to disrupt colonial, racist, 
patriarchal and male-dominated power structures 
and allocates significant resources, including 
research, to achieve that vision. Feminist foreign 
policy is coherent in its approach across all of its 
levers of influence, anchored by the exercise of 
those values at home and co-created with feminist 
activists, groups and movements, at home and 
abroad.

Intersectionality: The multiple aspects of identity 
that play out in people’s lives and experiences that 
can compound and exacerbate oppression. An 
intersectional approach in policy takes account the 
complex ways that multiple identities intersect and 
influence interests, participation and outcomes.an 
approach that takes into account and seeks to 
address the multiple and often intersecting forms of 
discrimination such as gender, race, age, class, 
socioeconomic status, physical or mental ability, 
gender or sexual identity, religion, or ethnicity.24

Sexual and reproductive health and rights: A 
state of physical, emotional, mental and social 
well-being in relation to all aspects of sexuality and 
reproduction, not merely the absence of disease, 
dysfunction, or infirmity. Therefore, a positive 
approach to sexuality and reproduction should 
recognize the part played by pleasurable sexual 
relationships, trust and communication in promoting 
self-esteem and overall well-being. All individuals 
have a right to make decisions governing their 
bodies and to access services that support that 
right.”25

Abbreviations: 
DAC: Development Assistance Committee of the 

OECD
DOD: U.S. Department of Defense 
DOJ: U.S. Department of Justice
LGBTQIA+: Lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, 

intersex, queer/questioning, intersex, asexual 
and many other terms, such as non-binary and 
pansexual.

OECD: Organisation for Economic Co-operation 
and Development

SRHR: Sexual and reproductive health and rights
USAID: U.S. Agency for International Development 
USDA: U.S. Department of Agriculture
WPS: Women, peace and security
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IV. Cross-Cutting Recommendations for 
Implementation of Key Principles

There are five cross-cutting elements that are 
necessary to advance feminist foreign policy across 
the whole-of-government: (1) High level leadership
with mandate to promote feminist foreign policy; (2) 
Commitment to gender parity, diversity and inclu-
sion both internally, among leadership and staff, 
and externally, co-created12 with feminists outside 
government; (3) Training and capacity-building to 
ensure robust implementation; (4) Gender analysis 
underlying all aspects of foreign policy; and (5) 
Adequate resourcing to ensure all of the above.

The full embrace of these elements would be a 
considerable departure from the status quo of how 
U.S. foreign policy is currently structured. As such, 
this discussion draft outlines two architectural 
models that might achieve this. Over the course of 
the ensuing consultations and outreach these 
proposals will be sharpened and adapted to inform 
the final proposal for a U.S. feminist foreign policy, 
to be published in early 2020. 

Potential Models of High-Level Leadership for 
Feminist Foreign Policy

1. Presidential Leadership and Mainstreaming 
Throughout Current Structures
In this model, the President announces that the 
United States will adopt a feminist foreign policy, to 
be co-created and implemented in consultation with 
feminists inside and outside of government, and 
commits to ensure cohesion across all levers of 
foreign policy using existing structures. Under this 
approach, the executive branch adopts a coherent 
and unified vision for feminist foreign policy, and 
each agency articulates a series of commitments— 
including staffing, budgetary, legislative affairs and 
communications—to implement it. High-level 
leadership and cohesion would likely spur more 
meaningful action throughout the government and 
ensure that the agenda is mainstreamed across all 
relevant agencies as well as become a core priority 
for White House offices, including public engage-
ment, legislative affairs and the National Security 
Council (NSC).

2. New Structures: Creation of A Feminist Coun-
cil in the White House
Another model is the establishment of a new and 
separate authority for the development, implemen-

tation, and reporting of a U.S. feminist foreign 
policy, potentially including a standalone body to 
guide and monitor implementation. This would 
include Secretaries of each agency as well as civil 
society leaders from the United States and around 
the world. The council would oversee a robust 
budget and would coordinate with relevant domes-
tic agencies as well. This council would have 
statutory authority as well as a public engagement 
function, centralizing engagement with gender 
issues and coordinating key high-level stakeholders 
across and outside of the government, including the 
NSC. The work of the White House Council on 
Women and Girls, which has traditionally had a 
more domestic than global focus, would be 
subsumed under the new Council as it would 
include an equal emphasis on a feminist approach 
to policy at home and abroad. The Council would 
coordinate efforts—from policy formulation to 
implementation and progress reporting--across 
agencies, elevating gender issues in the executive 
branch and integrating gender within White House 
structures. 

It is critical that such a structure have authority, 
funding and a mandate to meaningfully and trans-
parently engage with civil society. Otherwise, it runs 
the risk of separating gender from the places where 
power is concentrated and where key decisions are 
made, rather than integrating gender into the fabric 
of the government. The Council could also include 
members outside of government, particularly 
women and other marginalized groups from the 
Global South who would advise relevant agencies 
on of the outcomes, goals and objectives against 
which to be measured, which would be particularly 
important for ensuring foreign assistance is deliv-
ered in line with its intentions.

3. Additional Actions to Develop and Implement 
Feminist Foreign Policy Across Government
In addition to one of the above structural models for 
feminist foreign policy, the following actions should 
be implemented across the whole-of-government. 
Agency-specific recommendations follow in the 
ensuing section.

● Achieve gender parity in political appoint-
ments and diversity and intersectional repre-
sentation throughout all agencies and ranks 
of government.

● Co-create  feminist foreign policy with femi-
nists inside and outside of the government, 

I. Background

With the launch of Sweden’s Feminist Foreign 
Policy in 2014,1 Canada’s Feminist Foreign Assis-
tance Policy in 20172 and France’s Feminist 
Foreign Policy in 2019,3 a group of Washing-
ton-based foreign policy experts and advocates for 
global gender equality came together over the 
course of three days in August of 2019 to sketch out 
what such an effort might look like for the United 
States. The group's discussion built off of a 
research review of feminist foreign policy as 
expressed by other countries,4 as well as ideas 
surfaced from consultations with more than 100 
feminist activists from over 30 countries. The 
experts gathered discussed policy ideas in the 
following areas: diplomacy, defense, foreign assis-
tance and trade, as well as in the cross-cutting 
issue areas of climate change5 and sexual and 
reproductive health and rights.6 A final policy 
agenda will be refined through global consultations 
and input of additional experts and organizations, 
and will be published ahead of events marking the 
25th anniversary of the Fourth World Conference 
on Women in Beijing and resulting Declaration and 
Platform for Action.7 This document elucidates a 
vision for the highest standard of U.S. foreign policy 
that promotes gender equality, human rights, peace 
and environmental integrity. It includes a proposed 
definition, key principles and policy recommenda-
tions that will be expanded and refined over coming 
months.

II. Defining a Feminist Foreign Policy for the 
United States

A country’s foreign policy is a statement of its 
values and priorities. The implementation of foreign 
policy, across all of its various levers, is one demon-
stration of how a nation lives its values. Now more 
than ever, the United States needs a feminist 
approach—one that fundamentally alters the way 
the nation conducts itself, prioritizing the importance 
of diplomatic solutions, cooperating with allies and 
international institutions, embracing a progressive, 
inclusive and rights-based agenda, valuing the 
voices of the most marginalized and addressing 
racist, ableist, sexist, homophobic and transphobic 
and patriarchal and/or male-dominated systems of 
power. 

Foreign policy shapes how a government defines 

and prioritizes peace and security, structures trade, 
provides humanitarian aid and development assis-
tance and works with other nations and non-state 
actors. Coherence across all aspects of foreign 
policy is paramount for a feminist approach; so too 
should coherence extend across domestic and 
foreign policy, with both embracing the same femi-
nist values.

To clarify the goals of a feminist foreign policy and 
to promote coherence of a feminist approach 
across policy domains, the following draft definition 
is proposed: 

Feminist foreign policy is the policy of a state that 
defines its interactions with other states, as well as 
movements and other non-state actors, in a manner 
that prioritizes gender equality and environmental 
integrity, enshrines the human rights of all, seeks to 
disrupt colonial, racist, patriarchal and male-domi-
nated power structures, and allocates significant 
resources, including research, to achieve that 
vision. Feminist foreign policy is coherent in its 
approach across all of its levers of influence, 
anchored by the exercise of those values at home 
and co-created with feminist activists, groups and 
movements, at home and abroad.

Taking that as the guiding vision for feminist foreign 
policy, there are a number of key principles and 
policy recommendations that apply across the 
whole of the U.S. government. Following this, 
specific policy recommendations are made for each 
of the major levers of foreign policy—aid, trade, 
diplomacy and defense—as well as thematic priori-
ties that should be addressed within a U.S. feminist 
foreign policy. This is not yet a complete policy 
package; additional consultations and efforts will 
augment, refine and supplement this opening salvo 
over the course of ensuing months. However, it is a 
solid start.

III. Key Principles for U.S. Feminist Foreign 
Policy

Given the complicated legacy of U.S. global 
engagement as both a colony and colonizer, as well 
as its associated history of struggles for racial, 
gender and environmental integrity both at home 
and abroad, a number of key principles should 
underpin a U.S. feminist foreign policy.

First, human rights are women’s rights and wom-
en’s rights are human rights. U.S. foreign policy 
must respect the rights recognized by international 
and domestic law and should place itself on the 
side of those seeking to defend and expand the 
rights and freedoms of individuals and groups 
around the world. 

Second, U.S. policy should be representative, 
inclusive, responsive and accountable to stake-
holders. Foreign policy has traditionally been 
informed by patriarchal and discriminatory social 
norms and implemented through male-dominated 
institutions. A feminist approach demands gender 
parity in representation, as well as active commit-
ment to gender, racial and other forms of diversity, 
equity and inclusion. A U.S. government commit-
ment to diversity and inclusion should not exclu-
sively focus on rhetoric and internal processes, but 
also on the impact of its policies and public-private 
partnerships on diverse communities. As such, this 
principle includes a government-wide commitment 
to consultation with civil society and feminist move-
ments outside of government, including and espe-
cially in the Global South. 

Third, a feminist foreign policy should take an 
intersectional approach to feminism. This is an 
approach that takes into account and seeks to 
address the multiple and often intersecting forms of 
discrimination such as gender, race, age, class, 
socioeconomic status, physical or mental ability, 
gender or sexual identity, religion or ethnicity.8

Fourth, a feminist foreign policy should promote 
and protect bodily autonomy. Recognizing that the 
oppression of women and gender-nonconforming 
individuals has traditionally been expressed in the 
regulation and restriction of bodies and rights, a 
feminist approach would model its inverse, starting 
with the basic principle of bodily autonomy. A
feminist approach embraces sexual and reproduc-
tive health and rights, which according to the 
Guttmacher Institute is defined as: “A state of 
physical, emotional, mental and social well-being in 
relation to all aspects of sexuality and reproduction, 
not merely the absence of disease, dysfunction, or 
infirmity. Therefore, a positive approach to sexuality 
and reproduction should recognize the part played 
by pleasurable sexual relationships, trust and 
communication in promoting self-esteem and 
overall well-being. All individuals have a right to 
make decisions governing their bodies and to 

access services that support that right.”9 This 
approach should also enshrine bodily autonomy, 
which the Blueprint for Sexual and Reproductive 
Health, Rights and Justice defines as: “Achieving 
the highest standard of sexual and reproductive 
health and rights is based on the fundamental 
human rights of all individuals to: have their bodily 
integrity, privacy and personal autonomy respected; 
freely define their own sexuality; decide whether 
and when to be sexually active; choose their sexual 
partners; have safe and pleasurable sexual experi-
ences; decide whether, when and whom to marry; 
decide whether, when and by what means to have 
a child or children and how many children to have; 
and have access over their lifetimes to the informa-
tion, resources, services and support necessary to 
achieve all the above, free from discrimination, 
coercion, exploitation and violence.”

Fifth, environmental integrity. Here, environmental 
integrity is defined as the sustenance of biophysical 
processes that support all living organisms, by 
protecting diversity, ecological functions and resil-
ience of all ecosystems. Climate change erodes 
human freedoms and limits choice. However, the 
impacts of climate change are not felt equally. 
Climate change affects everyone, but women and 
men experience the impacts differently, and women 
are often disproportionately negatively affected. 
Women, compared to men, often have limited 
access to resources, more restricted rights, limited 
mobility and a muted voice in shaping decisions 
and influencing policy. Climate change can also 
impact security, particularly for those who are 
already most vulnerable in a society, often women, 
girls, gender minorities and LGBTQIA+ persons, 
those with disabilities and most especially those 
with intersecting marginalized identities. Threats 
related to the climate crisis generally viewed as a  
“threat multiplier- a phenomenon that can worsen 
or exacerbate other sources of instability and 
conflict, such as competition for natural resources 
and ethnic tensions.”10  By way of just one exam-
ple, following extreme climate-related flooding in 
Bangladesh, child marriage rates soared.11 All 
efforts to adapt to and mitigate climate change 
must include specific protections for and acknowl-
edgment of the harm to communities of color, 
indigenous peoples and other frontline and margin-
alized communities around the world, while seeking 
to address gender inequality.

Currently, U.S. foreign assistance has several 
contingencies, ranging from how goods and 
services are sourced and delivered to how trade 
agreements are shaped. These contingencies often 
make aid costlier to deliver and less effective 
overall. It is recommended that all limiting condi-
tions  on U.S. foreign assistance be removed, such 
as the prioritization of U.S. private sector entities 
and faith-based organizations through foreign 
assistance. In its current form, U.S. foreign policy 
exempts some U.S.-funded organizations from 
implementing U.S. policy. Other forms of contingen-
cies make it difficult to establish the trust required to 
implement services, reach key populations and 
otherwise directly engage with those USAID is most 
meant to serve. The removal of conditions on U.S. 
foreign assistance would make assistance dollars 
go farther.

Recommendations for all agencies providing 
foreign assistance including USAID, State, DOD, 
MCC, the Peace Corps, DOJ, USDA and the 
Department of Labor:

● Increase investments in gender equality as 
measured by the OECD-DAC, as well as 
direct support for women’s rights organiza-
tions. 

● Prioritize co-creation and local ownership of 
foreign aid, with local constituencies inform-
ing development programs from their incep-
tion through to evaluation, including participa-
tory approaches such as community score-
cards. 

● Allocate robust and transparent funding for 
gender equality in international development 
and humanitarian assistance, and throughout 
foreign assistance. This should include a floor 
of 20 percent of ODA for gender equality as a 
principal objective (OECD-DAC marker 2) 
and requiring gender analysis for all of U.S. 
foreign assistance programs (OECD-DAC 
marker 1 and 2 combined, gender equality as 
a principal or significant objective). 

● Substantially increase direct investments in 
women-led and women’s rights organiza-
tions. One mechanism that should be consid-
ered in this regard is Canada’s recent-
ly-launched Equality Fund, which supports 
women’s rights organizations and feminist 
movements by providing technical assis-
tance, financial resources and grounding that 
work in the priorities identified by local orga-

nizations and the movements leading change 
in their communities.15 Of particular interest is 
that the Fund itself ($300m CAD) is managed 
by feminist funders—including women’s 
funds and gender-lens investors—and not by 
Canada’s development agency.

● Repeal the expanded Mexico City Policy 
(also referred to as “Protecting Life in Global 
Health Assistance” by the current administra-
tion or the global gag rule by advocates) and 
ensure funding for sexual and reproductive 
health and comprehensive sexuality educa-
tion. This aligns with other actions raised 
during the August 2019 convening, including 
working with Congress to end the Helms 
Amendment (banning the use of federal 
funds for abortion as a family planning 
method) and National Security Presidential 
Directive 22 (which conflates human traffick-
ing and sex work), as well as the foreign 
policy proposals outlined in the Blueprint for 
Sexual and Reproductive Health, Rights and 
Justice.

[Placeholder for Feminist Humanitarian Aid]
The majority of the group discussion on feminist aid 
focused on development assistance, to the exclu-
sion of humanitarian assistance. This will be 
addressed after future consultation with humanitari-
an organizations such as the International Rescue 
Committee (which has recently launched a feminist 
approach to humanitarian aid).

2. Trade 
Trade is a necessary and vital component of a 
nation’s economic success and growth and a key 
part of their engagement with other nations. At 
various points in the nation’s history, trade has 
been used as a way to grow America’s power 
globally, to maintain world order, to encourage 
peace, reduce domestic debt and to combat autoc-
racy.

A U.S. feminist foreign policy would prioritize femi-
nist trade policy through the promotion of women’s 
rights and equitable and dignified labor practices up 
and down the value chain, as well as the reduction 
and mitigation of the harmful impacts of climate 
change associated with trade. Importantly, it would 
go beyond where other countries who have insert-
ed a gender chapter in trade agreements have 
gone, including women’s rights commitments in the 
binding sections of deals. 

A successful trade policy should be one that: (1) 
Refrains from trade deals that won't equally benefit 
women due to de jure discrimination (e.g., import-
ing goods from sectors that have legal restrictions 
on women's employment); (2) Prioritizes support of 
local actors —– e.g., trade unions or workers’ rights 
organizations — to engage in trade negotiations 
and raise complaints/violations; and (3) Set targets 
for public procurement from women-owned firms.

Mechanisms exist for analyzing gender impacts of 
trade  throughout the value chain, such as those 
developed for gender analysis in MCC  and World 
Bank projects, or a certification mechanism, such 
as EDGE. Such mechanisms could track the 
amount of trade dollars that go towards wom-
en-owned businesses and promoting women’s and 
gender equality in the value chain, giving a compet-
itive advantage to those private sector entities who 
are doing more to promote gender equality in order 
to foster private sector growth in this area.

Specific recommendations for trade policy and 
practices under a U.S. feminist foreign policy 
include:

● The development of new mechanisms to link 
gender equality to environmental and labor 
concerns in trade agreements. 

● Incorporating women’s human rights and 
gender equality in bilateral and multilateral 
trade agreements, specifically in the binding 
sections. This includes principles around 
debt and redress in how these objectives are 
met. 

● Re-engagement in the Paris Agreement, 
which articulates some of these principles in 
the preamble. The United States should go 
further than the Paris Agreement, however, 
to operationalize these principles. 

● Support for and investment in the United 
Nations Framework Convention on Climate 
Change (UNFCCC) gender action plan, 
including aims to enhance women's partici-
pation and leadership in national delegations 
and on boards and bodies of the Convention, 
as well as enhanced gender-responsive 
implementation of national climate plans and 
policies. The UNFCCC supports increased 
participation of women in climate negotia-
tions and also contains specific gender 
action plans which reports on boards and 
bodies, includes a senior gender advisor and 

gender team and requests for training. The 
United States should be aware of and 
engaged in improving trade negotiations in 
their national plans and tracked against 
gender and climate actions.  

● Working towards the goal of mobilizing jointly 
$100 billion per year by 2020, the United 
States should re-commit ambitious and 
fair-share contributions to the Green Climate 
Fund, ensuring gender-responsive financing. 

● All trade agreements should include a 
gender analysis as well as a strategy for 
energy democracy and emissions reduction 
and climate change mitigation. There should 
be a financial commitment that is 100 
percent gender-responsive. 

● Trade agreements should not enforce ideo-
logically-driven agendas, such as privatiza-
tion of government entities or dismantling of 
health, safety and labor protections. The 
harms of these measures usually fall most 
heavily on women, lower income and margin-
alized people and are rarely compensated 
directly or indirectly through improved job 
creation or income. 

3. Defense
In order to achieve the goal of a more peaceful and 
healthy planet, U.S. national security and defense 
operations must be transformed. U.S. military 
interventions should be a last resort after fully 
utilizing the many and powerful tools available 
within the foreign policy apparatus: diplomacy, aid 
and trade. Military action should be primarily 
defensive in nature and require a very high stan-
dard of need. Additionally, military action should 
only be undertaken with a full and democratic 
debate, due political process16 and full disclosure of 
rationale, analysis of implications and clear goals 
and milestones for intervention. Where military 
action is chosen, it should be carefully overseen 
and subject to sunset provisions aimed at prevent-
ing mission creep, civilian deaths and ongoing 
obligations to continued military operations. 

Furthermore, a more feminist military policy com-
mits to preventing and responding to gender-based 
violence in conflict and to meaningfully including 
women and those who face discrimination in 
security forces, peace negotiations and post-con-
flict rebuilding. It encourages a diversity of intelli-
gence sources, including women and other margin-
alized groups, to understand the true scope of 

security concerns and impacts of potential actions 
and design responses with those interests in mind. 

The body of international and U.S. law that has 
most directly sought to advance this approach to 
military action is U.N. Security Council Resolution 
1325 and ensuing, “sister” resolutions that have 
formed the women, peace and security (WPS) 
agenda. A radical resolution when it passed in 
2000, UNSCR 1325 sought to advance human 
security and the promotion of peace via specific 
protections for women’s safety in conflict settings 
and their meaningful involvement in peacekeeping 
and humanitarian response, peace processes and 
rebuilding post-conflict.17 The United States has 
sought to incorporate UNSCR 1325 into its foreign 
policy through the U.S. National Action Plan (NAP) 
on Women, Peace and Security, first launched in 
2011 and updated in 2016,18 and subsequently by 
the Women, Peace and Security Act of 2017 and 
mandated National Strategy on Women, Peace and 
Security of 2019.19 Taken together, these laws and 
policies give the defense community the doctrinal 
mandate to implement UNSCR 1325 as a core part 
of their work. Gender analyses across both internal 
and external defense operations and an explicit 
focus on expanding gender expertise through 
training and recruitment and the diversification of 
intelligence sources will go a long way in advancing 
the necessary transformation of the U.S. defense 
apparatus in line with various existing WPS policy 
frameworks.

Specific recommendations for defense efforts 
authorized under a U.S. feminist foreign policy 
include:

● Crafting a National Security Strategy (NSS) 
that reflects women’s and other marginalized 
and gendered experiences.

● Fully implementing U.S. commitments to the 
women, peace and security agenda. In order 
to ensure that the U.S. government upholds 
these commitments, Congress should not 
release funds to agencies who are not imple-
menting their obligations in this area.  

● Creating a new, high-level position, either 
reporting to the Secretary of Defense at DOD 
or reporting to the National Security Advisor 
at the NSC, that is charged with developing 
and overseeing implementation of a more 
feminist approach to defense as part of the 
U.S. feminist foreign policy.

● Ensuring equal opportunity to meet perfor-
mance standards for female and LGBTQIA+ 
servicemembers.

● Lifting the transgender servicemember ban.
● Retooling internal policies to ensure provision 

of child care and spousal support that does 
not assume a male service member and 
female “trailing” spouse, and a total redesign 
of promotion and retention policies to be 
predicated on the successful implementation 
of gender equitable work and increased and 
diverse recruitment and promotion

● Ensuring comprehensive coverage of and 
access to sexual and reproductive health 
services, including contraception and abor-
tion, for people serving in the military. 

● Designing and delivering meaningful and 
consistently implemented justice mechanisms 
for those within the military system, but also 
for those outside of the system but against 
whom acts of gender-based violence are 
committed by military personnel.

● Providing increased training on the women, 
peace and security agenda and its integration 
into military colleges and training. An intro-
duction to WPS should be part of basic 
training. Additionally, there should be an 
independent evaluation gender training 
program at DOD that includes recommenda-
tions for improvement that are acted upon. In 
order to ensure a gender lens is incorporated 
across the board and not siloed or marginal-
ized, each and every member of U.S. 
defense and military operations—including 
political appointees and contractors—should 
receive training in gender analysis. 

4. Diplomacy
The United States must foster increased collabora-
tion and cooperation among state and non-state 
actors. This includes supporting the institutions and 
mechanisms that facilitate cooperation and non-mil-
itary conflict resolution and peaceful competition, as 
well as mitigating the effects of climate change. A
new framework for diplomacy is necessary to 
implement a feminist foreign policy that is respon-
sive to these and other concerns and will require 
leadership by both Congress and all elements of 
U.S. diplomatic action. If the United States is to lead 
the world as a moral authority or rapporteur on 
human rights abuses, then it must lead by example, 
particularly with countries where women’s freedom 
and bodily autonomy is a concern. There are three 

areas for immediate and sustained action to 
advance feminist diplomacy in the United States: 
(1) internal State Department  staffing, training and 
operations; (2) bilateral and multilateral diplomatic 
efforts;  and (3) the design and delivery of foreign 
assistance funding and technical assistance.

Recommendations include:

● The appointment of a high-level representa-
tive tasked with oversight of the feminist 
approach to diplomacy, including all external 
and internal (HR) practices, and reporting 
directly to the Secretary of State.

● In order for the United States to have a 
feminist, collaborative, civilian-led diplomacy 
equal to the challenges faced, the decline in 
funding and staffing of the State Department 
must be reversed. A specific percentage or 
dollar amount of recommended funding for 
both improving internal staffing and training 
and to support programs that prioritize 
gender equity globally is forthcoming.

● The commitment of the State Department to 
achieving gender balance amongst all U.S. 
diplomatic personnel, including foreign 
service and civil service officers, political 
appointees, cabinet and high-level roles. 
Gender balance should not be the only 
measure of success: the diplomatic architec-
ture needs equal representation of women, 
yes, but especially women of color, trans 
women and other intersectional and margin-
alized identities at all levels and in all auspic-
es of diplomacy. 

● Mandatory training on gender, SRHR, 
anti-racism and implicit bias training in both 
early-career and ongoing professional devel-
opment. In the mandatory six-week training 
course that all foreign service officers (FSOs) 
undergo, known as the A100, advancing 
gender equality should be a key component. 
In addition to FSOs, anyone working with 
State Department funding should undergo 
the gender training, and all FSOs should 
participate in periodic and mandatory refresh-
er courses on gender and SRHR as a key 
part of professional development.

● An update to the State human resources 
policies to ensure that leave policies, includ-
ing family leave, child care, deployment 
options and policies, trailing spouses and 
more, build towards a more equitable and 

just workforce and encourage the promotion 
and retention of those who choose to 
become parents. Gender-based violence and 
workplace harassment should not be tolerat-
ed, and policies that allow abusers to move 
from one post to another once accused 
without facing consequences related to their 
employment and/or promotion should be 
abolished. 

● The elevation of the issue of gender equality 
in bilateral meetings and have consistent 
redlines that can be deployed in negotiations 
surrounding climate and other multilateral 
agreements.  

● The United States must acknowledge and 
codify inconsistencies with an acknowledge-
ment and procedure for why violating U.S. 
ideals to engage in diplomatic actions or 
negotiations that undermine feminist foreign 
policy goals and objectives. As part of this, 
the U.S. government should define terminolo-
gy, including SRHR and clearly articulate 
redlines and what is acceptable in multilateral 
negotiations and include an explicit process 
whereby the United States can remove itself 
from negotiations or agreements.

● The United States must also codify process-
es where there are inconsistencies between 
diplomacy and the overarching goals of a 
feminist foreign policy. This includes engage-
ment with countries that perpetuate human 
rights abuses and drawing redlines around 
where engagement is helpful to those whose 
rights are abused and where, even if it 
serves national interests, the United States 
cannot engage with such states. 

● Mandatory gender analyses in order to 
receive State Department funding and 
include transparent reporting and account-
ability measures against those metrics, this 
includes ex ante estimates and ex post 
reports. Further to that, guidance should be 
issued to Embassies on the status of women 
and prioritizing the status of women a metric 
for evaluating the growth of any country. 
Diplomatic tools like the State Department’s 
annual Country Reports on Human Rights 
Practices should include robust evidence on 
all aspects of women’s human rights, includ-
ing SRHR. These annual country reports are 
key documents for development, humanitari-
an and private sector actors who rely on the 
information they contain to make important 

decisions and investments. 
● The United States must hold itself to the 

same standards to which it holds other state 
actors, reporting on human rights practices 
and abuses as part of the annual country 
Human Rights Reports. This has been done 
in the past in Trafficking in Persons (TIP) 
reports. 

[Placeholder for Immigration]
The group discussion on feminist foreign policy 
raised immigration as a priority issue that would 
need to be addressed but those present lacked 
expertise in this area. Limited recommendations 
that emerged in the course of discussion included 
recognizing gender-based violence and reproduc-
tive coercion (including forced pregnancy) as 
eligibility criteria for individuals seeking asylum in 
the United States as well as law enforcement 
training on these types of claims and how to 
respond and the closure of private detention 
centers and ending of the family separation policy 
for those in detention as well as immigrants and 
asylum seekers. Additional insights will be captured 
in this area in ensuing consultations and a more 
robust chapter on immigration will appear in the 
final proposal released early next year.

VI. Accountability Mechanisms

Perhaps the greatest issue that has emerged from 
consultations to-date is the importance of account-
ability: ensuring that promises to advance a feminist 
approach are honored through full funding, the 
development of participatory approaches to policy 
formulation and implementation, the setting and 
reaching of specific, time-bound and measurable 
goals and through transparency. 

For the purposes of this paper, accountability of a 
feminist foreign policy includes: 1) A process of 
commitment-making, implementation and evalua-
tion that is evidence-based, transparent and inclu-
sive of individuals impacted by its practice; and 2) 
the generation of outcomes that do no harm and 
are desired by and beneficial to those impacted.

Structurally speaking, a U.S. feminist foreign policy 
must be accompanied by a robust mechanism by 
which to publicly track progress on implementation 
and hold promises to account. Two key factors 
within this are the allocation of sufficient funds for 
the full implementation of the policy, and a transpar-

ent and inclusive system of reporting on progress 
and outcomes.

1. Funding
As noted above, the OECD-DAC gender equality 
policy marker records aid activities around a 
three-point scoring system and notes whether the 
policy objective is to promote gender equality as a 
primary objective, significant objective or whether 
gender equality was not targeted as an objective.20

While the gender marker is an imperfect metric, it is 
an immediately available one. Using the 
OECD-DAC marker, a recommended 100 percent 
of U.S. foreign assistance should have gender as a 
principal or significant objective, and of that foreign 
assistance, twenty percent must include gender 
equality as a primary goal. This is consistent with 
Sweden’s achievements under their feminist foreign 
policy,21 and with recommendations by feminist 
activists organizing to influence the Group of 7 (G7) 
in 2019.22

This mechanism needs significant improvements. 
There should be alignment between U.S. budget 
creation and reporting timelines and OECD-DAC 
timelines to ensure that U.S. commitments intended 
to promote gender equality are captured accurately. 
Currently, the Congressional Budget Justification 
(CBJ), which is “the annual presentation to the 
Congress that justifies the entire Foreign Opera-
tions Budget Request and reflects the continuing 
process to provide improved strategic focus, data 
quality”23 occurs early in the calendar year and is 
based on the U.S. government fiscal year, whereas 
the OECD-DAC timeline is not.

In addition to increased and more transparent 
funding for gender equality, the inclusion of groups 
and individuals typically excluded from decision 
making processes is pivotal. Grassroots and local 
organizations best-placed to do critical work to 
reduce gender inequality often lack the technical 
and financial resources to apply for U.S. govern-
ment funding. U.S. policy should balance grass-
roots and community inclusion with mitigating time 
and resource burdens on organizations expected to 
represent traditionally marginalized viewpoints. One 
model to consider in this effort is the recently-estab-
lished Equality Fund. 

Another shortcoming of this mechanism is that it is 
self-reported and there is no external validation or 
independent review confirming that donor-reported 

data is aligned to OECD guidelines for each gender 
policy marker. There should be an independent 
mechanism that tracks and validates self-reported 
data consistently across countries.

2. Reporting
Feminist policymaking must distinguish itself from 
business-as-usual both in its process and 
outcomes. Policymakers and implementers will 
need to clearly articulate those policies or condi-
tions that violet feminist principles (e.g., Tanzania’s 
banning of girls from school when they become 
pregnant). Decisions about what these circum-
stances are, and what U.S. policy reactions should 
be, must be made in consultation with local actors 
to avoid unintended consequences and should be 
transparently reported on to the public as a part of a 
regular reporting. The policy itself, as well as the 
reporting on it, should avoid the creation of new, 
siloed initiatives and explore how to streamline 
existing accountability processes.

We have limited evidence on the extent to which 
international conventions (e.g., the Convention on 
the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination 
Against Women or CEDAW) and other accountabili-
ty mechanisms have played a role in successfully 
narrowing gender gaps and improving the lives of 
women and girls. To date, Sweden’s reporting 
process on their Feminist Foreign Policy has been 
in the form of illustrative case studies rather than 
quantifiable data on outcomes across all levers of 
foreign policy. It is recommended that a U.S. policy 
take on a more robust framework for monitoring 
and evaluating outcomes, rather than outputs, and 
be made publicly available on a regular basis. 

With the understanding that complex social norm 
change takes time, reporting is still necessary to 
demonstrate incremental progress where the 
feminist foreign policy practices are having the 
greatest impact and where they are not. By making 
these actions more visible, greater progress against 
is more likely. In this respect, France’s policy is 
perhaps a good example: they have articulated 
actionable objectives and outcomes, indicators, key 
stakeholders, and an anticipated timeline for com-
pletion against five core areas. The United States 
should undertake a similar mechanism in their 
reporting, creating new, rather than repackaged, 
commitments that are specific, measurable, achiev-
able, relevant and time-bound (SMART).

The United States should also strive for a model of 

external validation, wherein independent research-
ers and civil society representatives examine the 
extent to which commitments have been met and 
report publicly on their findings.

VII. Conclusion

The above recommendations for the restructuring 
and reprioritization of U.S. foreign policy efforts to 
advance a feminist foreign policy on behalf of the 
United States should be viewed as a starting point. 
In the coming months, there will be a series of 
stakeholder consultations to further refine and 
augment this proposal, seeking the benefit of 
additional expertise. At the end of this process, a 
comprehensive proposal will be developed for 
harnessing the full power of U.S. foreign policy in a 
manner that prioritizes gender equality and environ-
mental integrity, enshrines the human rights of all, 
seeks to disrupt colonial, patriarchal and male-dom-
inated power structures and allocates significant 
resources, including research, to achieve that 
vision.

Annex - List of Acronyms and Definitions

Agency: An individual or group’s ability to make 
choices and to transform those choices into desired 
outcomes. Incorporating agency into policy requires 
contemplating issues of autonomy, choice, empow-
erment and meaningful engagement. A feminist 
lens on agency moves beyond seeing women as 
participants or beneficiaries; it means that women 
in all their diversity are experts on their own experi-
ence, agents of their own lives and actors in their 
community and society. 

Bodily autonomy: Achieving the highest standard 
of sexual and reproductive health and
rights is based on the fundamental human rights of 
all individuals to: have their bodily integrity, privacy 
and personal autonomy respected; freely define 
their own sexuality; decide whether and when to be 
sexually active; choose their sexual partners; have 
safe and pleasurable sexual experiences; decide 
whether, when and whom to marry; decide whether, 
when and by what means to have a child or 
children and how many children to have; and have 
access over their lifetimes to the information, 
resources, services and support necessary to 
achieve all the above, free from discrimination, 
coercion, exploitation and violence.
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even as the policy is implemented. This 
“co-creation” process should not be a 
one-time event, but rather an iterative and 
reflective exercise that is progressively more 
inclusive over time.

● Adopt or expand gender policies in the White 
House and each agency responsible for 
implementing feminist foreign policy, includ-
ing mandatory gender analyses for all proj-
ects and programs. 

● Gender analyses should be standard prac-
tice in program implementation throughout 
the government, tailored for each agency.  
Gender policies should be both internally and 
externally facing, from personnel decisions to 
agency program interventions. Agencies 
include but are not limited to the Millennium 
Challenge Corporation (MCC), the Depart-
ment of State (State), Department of Defense 
(DOD), Department of Justice (DOJ), Depart-
ment of Agriculture (USDA), Peace Corps, 
the U.S. Agency for International Develop-
ment (USDAID) and the U.S. International 
Development Finance Corporation.  

● Articulate policy limitations: where implemen-
tation of U.S. foreign policy countervenes the 
principles of a feminist foreign policy, includ-
ing in cases of national security, the rationale 
must be publicly articulated. 

● Adopt a common accountability framework 
tracking desired goals, objectives, targets 
and outcomes of the U.S. feminist foreign 
policy as part of a transparent consultation 
process between the government and civil 
society, including but not limited to the public 
reporting of annual progress to promote 
gender equality through both internal opera-
tions and external foreign policy functions. 

V. Agency and/or “Lever”-Specific Recom-
mendations for U.S. Feminist Foreign 
Policy

1. Foreign Assistance 
U.S. foreign assistance helps tens of millions of 
people each year, often providing life-saving assis-
tance. As important as this aid is, it still accounts for 
a tiny slice of the U.S. federal budget, less than one 
percent.13 Of that, a smaller amount supports 
gender equality and inclusion. An infinitesimal 
amount finds its way to local, women-led and 
feminist organizations and grassroots gender 
equality movements—key indicators of the extent 

to which foreign assistance prioritizes gender 
equality. 

A U.S. feminist foreign policy would promote 
gender equality through (1) robust and transparent 
funding to promote gender equality in international 
development and humanitarian assistance; (2) 
gender analysis of all international development 
and humanitarian assistance activities; (3) consul-
tation with and direct investments in women-led 
and women’s rights organizations globally; (4) full 
funding for comprehensive sexual, reproductive 
health and rights programs; and (5) the removal of 
harmful conditio ns tied to U.S. foreign assistance.

One challenge with transparent funding is that most 
mechanisms for tracking foreign assistance are 
self-reported. How one donor government or 
specific development agency defines a project as 
impacting gender equality may differ from another. 
Dollars counted towards promoting gender equality 
may also count towards economic growth or educa-
tion, for example, which makes it difficult to track 
the exact amounts spent to increase gender equali-
ty. One of the most widely used mechanisms to 
track aid that is intended to promote gender equali-
ty is the OECD’s Development Assistance Commit-
tee (DAC) gender equality policy marker. This is a 
qualitative statistical tool that members use to 
report annually on whether an aid activity “principal-
ly” or “significantly” targets gender equality as a 
policy objective. Some private sector entities and 
philanthropies have also begun to monitor their 
activities with this tool.14 While it can be a good way 
to compare country investments against one anoth-
er, there is also the potential for inaccurate report-
ing, given that the current system lacks any form of 
external validation or independent review of donors’
self-reported data. In addition to the DAC recom-
mendations below, the accountability section which 
follows enumerates several other recommenda-
tions for reporting and prioritizing gender equality. 
These include support for women’s rights organiza-
tions in the form of funding and greater transparen-
cy around how projects and programs mainstream 
and/or prioritize gender. Where OECD DAC recom-
mendations are made, below, it is because that is 
currently the best form of tracking and implement-
ing these requests most immediately and before a 
more robust and transparent mechanism can be 
created and utilized.
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Environmental integrity: the sustenance of 
biophysical processes that support all living organ-
isms, by protecting diversity, ecological functions 
and resilience of all ecosystems. 

Feminist foreign policy: Feminist foreign policy is 
the policy of a state that defines its interactions with 
other states, as well as movements and other 
non-state actors, in a manner that prioritizes gender 
equality and environmental integrity, enshrines the 
human rights of all, seeks to disrupt colonial, racist, 
patriarchal and male-dominated power structures 
and allocates significant resources, including 
research, to achieve that vision. Feminist foreign 
policy is coherent in its approach across all of its 
levers of influence, anchored by the exercise of 
those values at home and co-created with feminist 
activists, groups and movements, at home and 
abroad.

Intersectionality: The multiple aspects of identity 
that play out in people’s lives and experiences that 
can compound and exacerbate oppression. An 
intersectional approach in policy takes account the 
complex ways that multiple identities intersect and 
influence interests, participation and outcomes.an 
approach that takes into account and seeks to 
address the multiple and often intersecting forms of 
discrimination such as gender, race, age, class, 
socioeconomic status, physical or mental ability, 
gender or sexual identity, religion, or ethnicity.24

Sexual and reproductive health and rights: A 
state of physical, emotional, mental and social 
well-being in relation to all aspects of sexuality and 
reproduction, not merely the absence of disease, 
dysfunction, or infirmity. Therefore, a positive 
approach to sexuality and reproduction should 
recognize the part played by pleasurable sexual 
relationships, trust and communication in promoting 
self-esteem and overall well-being. All individuals 
have a right to make decisions governing their 
bodies and to access services that support that 
right.”25

Abbreviations: 
DAC: Development Assistance Committee of the 

OECD
DOD: U.S. Department of Defense 
DOJ: U.S. Department of Justice
LGBTQIA+: Lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, 

intersex, queer/questioning, intersex, asexual 
and many other terms, such as non-binary and 
pansexual.

OECD: Organisation for Economic Co-operation 
and Development

SRHR: Sexual and reproductive health and rights
USAID: U.S. Agency for International Development 
USDA: U.S. Department of Agriculture
WPS: Women, peace and security
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IV. Cross-Cutting Recommendations for 
Implementation of Key Principles

There are five cross-cutting elements that are 
necessary to advance feminist foreign policy across 
the whole-of-government: (1) High level leadership
with mandate to promote feminist foreign policy; (2) 
Commitment to gender parity, diversity and inclu-
sion both internally, among leadership and staff, 
and externally, co-created12 with feminists outside 
government; (3) Training and capacity-building to 
ensure robust implementation; (4) Gender analysis 
underlying all aspects of foreign policy; and (5) 
Adequate resourcing to ensure all of the above.

The full embrace of these elements would be a 
considerable departure from the status quo of how 
U.S. foreign policy is currently structured. As such, 
this discussion draft outlines two architectural 
models that might achieve this. Over the course of 
the ensuing consultations and outreach these 
proposals will be sharpened and adapted to inform 
the final proposal for a U.S. feminist foreign policy, 
to be published in early 2020. 

Potential Models of High-Level Leadership for 
Feminist Foreign Policy

1. Presidential Leadership and Mainstreaming 
Throughout Current Structures
In this model, the President announces that the 
United States will adopt a feminist foreign policy, to 
be co-created and implemented in consultation with 
feminists inside and outside of government, and 
commits to ensure cohesion across all levers of 
foreign policy using existing structures. Under this 
approach, the executive branch adopts a coherent 
and unified vision for feminist foreign policy, and 
each agency articulates a series of commitments— 
including staffing, budgetary, legislative affairs and 
communications—to implement it. High-level 
leadership and cohesion would likely spur more 
meaningful action throughout the government and 
ensure that the agenda is mainstreamed across all 
relevant agencies as well as become a core priority 
for White House offices, including public engage-
ment, legislative affairs and the National Security 
Council (NSC).

2. New Structures: Creation of A Feminist Coun-
cil in the White House
Another model is the establishment of a new and 
separate authority for the development, implemen-

tation, and reporting of a U.S. feminist foreign 
policy, potentially including a standalone body to 
guide and monitor implementation. This would 
include Secretaries of each agency as well as civil 
society leaders from the United States and around 
the world. The council would oversee a robust 
budget and would coordinate with relevant domes-
tic agencies as well. This council would have 
statutory authority as well as a public engagement 
function, centralizing engagement with gender 
issues and coordinating key high-level stakeholders 
across and outside of the government, including the 
NSC. The work of the White House Council on 
Women and Girls, which has traditionally had a 
more domestic than global focus, would be 
subsumed under the new Council as it would 
include an equal emphasis on a feminist approach 
to policy at home and abroad. The Council would 
coordinate efforts—from policy formulation to 
implementation and progress reporting--across 
agencies, elevating gender issues in the executive 
branch and integrating gender within White House 
structures. 

It is critical that such a structure have authority, 
funding and a mandate to meaningfully and trans-
parently engage with civil society. Otherwise, it runs 
the risk of separating gender from the places where 
power is concentrated and where key decisions are 
made, rather than integrating gender into the fabric 
of the government. The Council could also include 
members outside of government, particularly 
women and other marginalized groups from the 
Global South who would advise relevant agencies 
on of the outcomes, goals and objectives against 
which to be measured, which would be particularly 
important for ensuring foreign assistance is deliv-
ered in line with its intentions.

3. Additional Actions to Develop and Implement 
Feminist Foreign Policy Across Government
In addition to one of the above structural models for 
feminist foreign policy, the following actions should 
be implemented across the whole-of-government. 
Agency-specific recommendations follow in the 
ensuing section.

● Achieve gender parity in political appoint-
ments and diversity and intersectional repre-
sentation throughout all agencies and ranks 
of government.

● Co-create  feminist foreign policy with femi-
nists inside and outside of the government, 

I. Background

With the launch of Sweden’s Feminist Foreign 
Policy in 2014,1 Canada’s Feminist Foreign Assis-
tance Policy in 20172 and France’s Feminist 
Foreign Policy in 2019,3 a group of Washing-
ton-based foreign policy experts and advocates for 
global gender equality came together over the 
course of three days in August of 2019 to sketch out 
what such an effort might look like for the United 
States. The group's discussion built off of a 
research review of feminist foreign policy as 
expressed by other countries,4 as well as ideas 
surfaced from consultations with more than 100 
feminist activists from over 30 countries. The 
experts gathered discussed policy ideas in the 
following areas: diplomacy, defense, foreign assis-
tance and trade, as well as in the cross-cutting 
issue areas of climate change5 and sexual and 
reproductive health and rights.6  A final policy 
agenda will be refined through global consultations 
and input of additional experts and organizations, 
and will be published ahead of events marking the 
25th anniversary of the Fourth World Conference 
on Women in Beijing and resulting Declaration and 
Platform for Action.7 This document elucidates a 
vision for the highest standard of U.S. foreign policy 
that promotes gender equality, human rights, peace 
and environmental integrity. It includes a proposed 
definition, key principles and policy recommenda-
tions that will be expanded and refined over coming 
months.

II. Defining a Feminist Foreign Policy for the
United States

A country’s foreign policy is a statement of its 
values and priorities. The implementation of foreign 
policy, across all of its various levers, is one demon-
stration of how a nation lives its values. Now more 
than ever, the United States needs a feminist 
approach—one that fundamentally alters the way 
the nation conducts itself, prioritizing the importance 
of diplomatic solutions, cooperating with allies and 
international institutions, embracing a progressive, 
inclusive and rights-based agenda, valuing the 
voices of the most marginalized and addressing 
racist, ableist, sexist, homophobic and transphobic 
and patriarchal and/or male-dominated systems of 
power. 

Foreign policy shapes how a government defines 

and prioritizes peace and security, structures trade, 
provides humanitarian aid and development assis-
tance and works with other nations and non-state 
actors. Coherence across all aspects of foreign 
policy is paramount for a feminist approach; so too 
should coherence extend across domestic and 
foreign policy, with both embracing the same femi-
nist values.

To clarify the goals of a feminist foreign policy and 
to promote coherence of a feminist approach 
across policy domains, the following draft definition 
is proposed: 

Feminist foreign policy is the policy of a state that 
defines its interactions with other states, as well as 
movements and other non-state actors, in a manner 
that prioritizes gender equality and environmental 
integrity, enshrines the human rights of all, seeks to 
disrupt colonial, racist, patriarchal and male-domi-
nated power structures, and allocates significant 
resources, including research, to achieve that 
vision. Feminist foreign policy is coherent in its 
approach across all of its levers of influence, 
anchored by the exercise of those values at home 
and co-created with feminist activists, groups and 
movements, at home and abroad.

Taking that as the guiding vision for feminist foreign 
policy, there are a number of key principles and 
policy recommendations that apply across the 
whole of the U.S. government. Following this, 
specific policy recommendations are made for each 
of the major levers of foreign policy—aid, trade, 
diplomacy and defense—as well as thematic priori-
ties that should be addressed within a U.S. feminist 
foreign policy. This is not yet a complete policy 
package; additional consultations and efforts will 
augment, refine and supplement this opening salvo 
over the course of ensuing months. However, it is a 
solid start.

III. Key Principles for U.S. Feminist Foreign
Policy

Given the complicated legacy of U.S. global 
engagement as both a colony and colonizer, as well 
as its associated history of struggles for racial, 
gender and environmental integrity both at home 
and abroad, a number of key principles should 
underpin a U.S. feminist foreign policy.

First, human rights are women’s rights and wom-
en’s rights are human rights. U.S. foreign policy 
must respect the rights recognized by international 
and domestic law and should place itself on the 
side of those seeking to defend and expand the 
rights and freedoms of individuals and groups 
around the world. 

Second, U.S. policy should be representative, 
inclusive, responsive and accountable to stake-
holders. Foreign policy has traditionally been 
informed by patriarchal and discriminatory social 
norms and implemented through male-dominated 
institutions. A feminist approach demands gender 
parity in representation, as well as active commit-
ment to gender, racial and other forms of diversity, 
equity and inclusion. A U.S. government commit-
ment to diversity and inclusion should not exclu-
sively focus on rhetoric and internal processes, but 
also on the impact of its policies and public-private 
partnerships on diverse communities. As such, this 
principle includes a government-wide commitment 
to consultation with civil society and feminist move-
ments outside of government, including and espe-
cially in the Global South. 

Third, a feminist foreign policy should take an 
intersectional approach to feminism. This is an 
approach that takes into account and seeks to 
address the multiple and often intersecting forms of 
discrimination such as gender, race, age, class, 
socioeconomic status, physical or mental ability, 
gender or sexual identity, religion or ethnicity.8

Fourth, a feminist foreign policy should promote 
and protect bodily autonomy. Recognizing that the 
oppression of women and gender-nonconforming 
individuals has traditionally been expressed in the 
regulation and restriction of bodies and rights, a 
feminist approach would model its inverse, starting 
with the basic principle of bodily autonomy. A
feminist approach embraces sexual and reproduc-
tive health and rights, which according to the 
Guttmacher Institute is defined as: “A state of 
physical, emotional, mental and social well-being in 
relation to all aspects of sexuality and reproduction, 
not merely the absence of disease, dysfunction, or 
infirmity. Therefore, a positive approach to sexuality 
and reproduction should recognize the part played 
by pleasurable sexual relationships, trust and 
communication in promoting self-esteem and 
overall well-being. All individuals have a right to 
make decisions governing their bodies and to 

access services that support that right.”9 This 
approach should also enshrine bodily autonomy, 
which the Blueprint for Sexual and Reproductive 
Health, Rights and Justice defines as: “Achieving 
the highest standard of sexual and reproductive 
health and rights is based on the fundamental 
human rights of all individuals to: have their bodily 
integrity, privacy and personal autonomy respected; 
freely define their own sexuality; decide whether 
and when to be sexually active; choose their sexual 
partners; have safe and pleasurable sexual experi-
ences; decide whether, when and whom to marry; 
decide whether, when and by what means to have 
a child or children and how many children to have; 
and have access over their lifetimes to the informa-
tion, resources, services and support necessary to 
achieve all the above, free from discrimination, 
coercion, exploitation and violence.”

Fifth, environmental integrity. Here, environmental 
integrity is defined as the sustenance of biophysical 
processes that support all living organisms, by 
protecting diversity, ecological functions and resil-
ience of all ecosystems. Climate change erodes 
human freedoms and limits choice. However, the 
impacts of climate change are not felt equally. 
Climate change affects everyone, but women and 
men experience the impacts differently, and women 
are often disproportionately negatively affected. 
Women, compared to men, often have limited 
access to resources, more restricted rights, limited 
mobility and a muted voice in shaping decisions 
and influencing policy. Climate change can also 
impact security, particularly for those who are 
already most vulnerable in a society, often women, 
girls, gender minorities and LGBTQIA+ persons, 
those with disabilities and most especially those 
with intersecting marginalized identities. Threats 
related to the climate crisis generally viewed as a  
“threat multiplier- a phenomenon that can worsen 
or exacerbate other sources of instability and 
conflict, such as competition for natural resources 
and ethnic tensions.”10  By way of just one exam-
ple, following extreme climate-related flooding in 
Bangladesh, child marriage rates soared.11 All 
efforts to adapt to and mitigate climate change 
must include specific protections for and acknowl-
edgment of the harm to communities of color, 
indigenous peoples and other frontline and margin-
alized communities around the world, while seeking 
to address gender inequality.

Currently, U.S. foreign assistance has several 
contingencies, ranging from how goods and 
services are sourced and delivered to how trade 
agreements are shaped. These contingencies often 
make aid costlier to deliver and less effective 
overall. It is recommended that all limiting condi-
tions  on U.S. foreign assistance be removed, such 
as the prioritization of U.S. private sector entities 
and faith-based organizations through foreign 
assistance. In its current form, U.S. foreign policy 
exempts some U.S.-funded organizations from 
implementing U.S. policy. Other forms of contingen-
cies make it difficult to establish the trust required to 
implement services, reach key populations and 
otherwise directly engage with those USAID is most 
meant to serve. The removal of conditions on U.S. 
foreign assistance would make assistance dollars 
go farther.

Recommendations for all agencies providing 
foreign assistance including USAID, State, DOD, 
MCC, the Peace Corps, DOJ, USDA and the 
Department of Labor:

● Increase investments in gender equality as 
measured by the OECD-DAC, as well as 
direct support for women’s rights organiza-
tions. 

● Prioritize co-creation and local ownership of 
foreign aid, with local constituencies inform-
ing development programs from their incep-
tion through to evaluation, including participa-
tory approaches such as community score-
cards. 

● Allocate robust and transparent funding for 
gender equality in international development 
and humanitarian assistance, and throughout 
foreign assistance. This should include a floor 
of 20 percent of ODA for gender equality as a 
principal objective (OECD-DAC marker 2) 
and requiring gender analysis for all of U.S. 
foreign assistance programs (OECD-DAC 
marker 1 and 2 combined, gender equality as 
a principal or significant objective). 

● Substantially increase direct investments in 
women-led and women’s rights organiza-
tions. One mechanism that should be consid-
ered in this regard is Canada’s recent-
ly-launched Equality Fund, which supports 
women’s rights organizations and feminist 
movements by providing technical assis-
tance, financial resources and grounding that 
work in the priorities identified by local orga-

nizations and the movements leading change 
in their communities.15 Of particular interest is 
that the Fund itself ($300m CAD) is managed 
by feminist funders—including women’s 
funds and gender-lens investors—and not by 
Canada’s development agency.

● Repeal the expanded Mexico City Policy 
(also referred to as “Protecting Life in Global 
Health Assistance” by the current administra-
tion or the global gag rule by advocates) and 
ensure funding for sexual and reproductive 
health and comprehensive sexuality educa-
tion. This aligns with other actions raised 
during the August 2019 convening, including 
working with Congress to end the Helms 
Amendment (banning the use of federal 
funds for abortion as a family planning 
method) and National Security Presidential 
Directive 22 (which conflates human traffick-
ing and sex work), as well as the foreign 
policy proposals outlined in the Blueprint for 
Sexual and Reproductive Health, Rights and 
Justice.

[Placeholder for Feminist Humanitarian Aid]
The majority of the group discussion on feminist aid 
focused on development assistance, to the exclu-
sion of humanitarian assistance. This will be 
addressed after future consultation with humanitari-
an organizations such as the International Rescue 
Committee (which has recently launched a feminist 
approach to humanitarian aid).

2. Trade 
Trade is a necessary and vital component of a 
nation’s economic success and growth and a key 
part of their engagement with other nations. At 
various points in the nation’s history, trade has 
been used as a way to grow America’s power 
globally, to maintain world order, to encourage 
peace, reduce domestic debt and to combat autoc-
racy.

A U.S. feminist foreign policy would prioritize femi-
nist trade policy through the promotion of women’s 
rights and equitable and dignified labor practices up 
and down the value chain, as well as the reduction 
and mitigation of the harmful impacts of climate 
change associated with trade. Importantly, it would 
go beyond where other countries who have insert-
ed a gender chapter in trade agreements have 
gone, including women’s rights commitments in the 
binding sections of deals. 

A successful trade policy should be one that: (1) 
Refrains from trade deals that won't equally benefit 
women due to de jure discrimination (e.g., import-
ing goods from sectors that have legal restrictions 
on women's employment); (2) Prioritizes support of 
local actors —– e.g., trade unions or workers’ rights 
organizations — to engage in trade negotiations 
and raise complaints/violations; and (3) Set targets 
for public procurement from women-owned firms.

Mechanisms exist for analyzing gender impacts of 
trade  throughout the value chain, such as those 
developed for gender analysis in MCC  and World 
Bank projects, or a certification mechanism, such 
as EDGE. Such mechanisms could track the 
amount of trade dollars that go towards wom-
en-owned businesses and promoting women’s and 
gender equality in the value chain, giving a compet-
itive advantage to those private sector entities who 
are doing more to promote gender equality in order 
to foster private sector growth in this area.

Specific recommendations for trade policy and 
practices under a U.S. feminist foreign policy 
include:

● The development of new mechanisms to link 
gender equality to environmental and labor 
concerns in trade agreements. 

● Incorporating women’s human rights and 
gender equality in bilateral and multilateral 
trade agreements, specifically in the binding 
sections. This includes principles around 
debt and redress in how these objectives are 
met. 

● Re-engagement in the Paris Agreement, 
which articulates some of these principles in 
the preamble. The United States should go 
further than the Paris Agreement, however, 
to operationalize these principles. 

● Support for and investment in the United 
Nations Framework Convention on Climate 
Change (UNFCCC) gender action plan, 
including aims to enhance women's partici-
pation and leadership in national delegations 
and on boards and bodies of the Convention, 
as well as enhanced gender-responsive 
implementation of national climate plans and 
policies. The UNFCCC supports increased 
participation of women in climate negotia-
tions and also contains specific gender 
action plans which reports on boards and 
bodies, includes a senior gender advisor and 

gender team and requests for training. The 
United States should be aware of and 
engaged in improving trade negotiations in 
their national plans and tracked against 
gender and climate actions.  

● Working towards the goal of mobilizing jointly 
$100 billion per year by 2020, the United 
States should re-commit ambitious and 
fair-share contributions to the Green Climate 
Fund, ensuring gender-responsive financing. 

● All trade agreements should include a 
gender analysis as well as a strategy for 
energy democracy and emissions reduction 
and climate change mitigation. There should 
be a financial commitment that is 100 
percent gender-responsive. 

● Trade agreements should not enforce ideo-
logically-driven agendas, such as privatiza-
tion of government entities or dismantling of 
health, safety and labor protections. The 
harms of these measures usually fall most 
heavily on women, lower income and margin-
alized people and are rarely compensated 
directly or indirectly through improved job 
creation or income. 

3. Defense
In order to achieve the goal of a more peaceful and 
healthy planet, U.S. national security and defense 
operations must be transformed. U.S. military 
interventions should be a last resort after fully 
utilizing the many and powerful tools available 
within the foreign policy apparatus: diplomacy, aid 
and trade. Military action should be primarily 
defensive in nature and require a very high stan-
dard of need. Additionally, military action should 
only be undertaken with a full and democratic 
debate, due political process16 and full disclosure of 
rationale, analysis of implications and clear goals 
and milestones for intervention. Where military 
action is chosen, it should be carefully overseen 
and subject to sunset provisions aimed at prevent-
ing mission creep, civilian deaths and ongoing 
obligations to continued military operations. 

Furthermore, a more feminist military policy com-
mits to preventing and responding to gender-based 
violence in conflict and to meaningfully including 
women and those who face discrimination in 
security forces, peace negotiations and post-con-
flict rebuilding. It encourages a diversity of intelli-
gence sources, including women and other margin-
alized groups, to understand the true scope of 

security concerns and impacts of potential actions 
and design responses with those interests in mind. 

The body of international and U.S. law that has 
most directly sought to advance this approach to 
military action is U.N. Security Council Resolution 
1325 and ensuing, “sister” resolutions that have 
formed the women, peace and security (WPS) 
agenda. A radical resolution when it passed in 
2000, UNSCR 1325 sought to advance human 
security and the promotion of peace via specific 
protections for women’s safety in conflict settings 
and their meaningful involvement in peacekeeping 
and humanitarian response, peace processes and 
rebuilding post-conflict.17 The United States has 
sought to incorporate UNSCR 1325 into its foreign 
policy through the U.S. National Action Plan (NAP) 
on Women, Peace and Security, first launched in 
2011 and updated in 2016,18 and subsequently by 
the Women, Peace and Security Act of 2017 and 
mandated National Strategy on Women, Peace and 
Security of 2019.19 Taken together, these laws and 
policies give the defense community the doctrinal 
mandate to implement UNSCR 1325 as a core part 
of their work. Gender analyses across both internal 
and external defense operations and an explicit 
focus on expanding gender expertise through 
training and recruitment and the diversification of 
intelligence sources will go a long way in advancing 
the necessary transformation of the U.S. defense 
apparatus in line with various existing WPS policy 
frameworks.

Specific recommendations for defense efforts 
authorized under a U.S. feminist foreign policy 
include:

● Crafting a National Security Strategy (NSS) 
that reflects women’s and other marginalized 
and gendered experiences.

● Fully implementing U.S. commitments to the 
women, peace and security agenda. In order 
to ensure that the U.S. government upholds 
these commitments, Congress should not 
release funds to agencies who are not imple-
menting their obligations in this area.  

● Creating a new, high-level position, either 
reporting to the Secretary of Defense at DOD 
or reporting to the National Security Advisor 
at the NSC, that is charged with developing 
and overseeing implementation of a more 
feminist approach to defense as part of the 
U.S. feminist foreign policy.

● Ensuring equal opportunity to meet perfor-
mance standards for female and LGBTQIA+ 
servicemembers.

● Lifting the transgender servicemember ban.
● Retooling internal policies to ensure provision 

of child care and spousal support that does 
not assume a male service member and 
female “trailing” spouse, and a total redesign 
of promotion and retention policies to be 
predicated on the successful implementation 
of gender equitable work and increased and 
diverse recruitment and promotion

● Ensuring comprehensive coverage of and 
access to sexual and reproductive health 
services, including contraception and abor-
tion, for people serving in the military. 

● Designing and delivering meaningful and 
consistently implemented justice mechanisms 
for those within the military system, but also 
for those outside of the system but against 
whom acts of gender-based violence are 
committed by military personnel.

● Providing increased training on the women, 
peace and security agenda and its integration 
into military colleges and training. An intro-
duction to WPS should be part of basic 
training. Additionally, there should be an 
independent evaluation gender training 
program at DOD that includes recommenda-
tions for improvement that are acted upon. In 
order to ensure a gender lens is incorporated 
across the board and not siloed or marginal-
ized, each and every member of U.S. 
defense and military operations—including 
political appointees and contractors—should 
receive training in gender analysis. 

4. Diplomacy
The United States must foster increased collabora-
tion and cooperation among state and non-state 
actors. This includes supporting the institutions and 
mechanisms that facilitate cooperation and non-mil-
itary conflict resolution and peaceful competition, as 
well as mitigating the effects of climate change. A
new framework for diplomacy is necessary to 
implement a feminist foreign policy that is respon-
sive to these and other concerns and will require 
leadership by both Congress and all elements of 
U.S. diplomatic action. If the United States is to lead 
the world as a moral authority or rapporteur on 
human rights abuses, then it must lead by example, 
particularly with countries where women’s freedom 
and bodily autonomy is a concern. There are three 

areas for immediate and sustained action to 
advance feminist diplomacy in the United States: 
(1) internal State Department  staffing, training and 
operations; (2) bilateral and multilateral diplomatic 
efforts;  and (3) the design and delivery of foreign 
assistance funding and technical assistance.

Recommendations include:

● The appointment of a high-level representa-
tive tasked with oversight of the feminist 
approach to diplomacy, including all external 
and internal (HR) practices, and reporting 
directly to the Secretary of State.

● In order for the United States to have a 
feminist, collaborative, civilian-led diplomacy 
equal to the challenges faced, the decline in 
funding and staffing of the State Department 
must be reversed. A specific percentage or 
dollar amount of recommended funding for 
both improving internal staffing and training 
and to support programs that prioritize 
gender equity globally is forthcoming.

● The commitment of the State Department to 
achieving gender balance amongst all U.S. 
diplomatic personnel, including foreign 
service and civil service officers, political 
appointees, cabinet and high-level roles. 
Gender balance should not be the only 
measure of success: the diplomatic architec-
ture needs equal representation of women, 
yes, but especially women of color, trans 
women and other intersectional and margin-
alized identities at all levels and in all auspic-
es of diplomacy. 

● Mandatory training on gender, SRHR, 
anti-racism and implicit bias training in both 
early-career and ongoing professional devel-
opment. In the mandatory six-week training 
course that all foreign service officers (FSOs) 
undergo, known as the A100, advancing 
gender equality should be a key component. 
In addition to FSOs, anyone working with 
State Department funding should undergo 
the gender training, and all FSOs should 
participate in periodic and mandatory refresh-
er courses on gender and SRHR as a key 
part of professional development.

● An update to the State human resources 
policies to ensure that leave policies, includ-
ing family leave, child care, deployment 
options and policies, trailing spouses and 
more, build towards a more equitable and 

just workforce and encourage the promotion 
and retention of those who choose to 
become parents. Gender-based violence and 
workplace harassment should not be tolerat-
ed, and policies that allow abusers to move 
from one post to another once accused 
without facing consequences related to their 
employment and/or promotion should be 
abolished. 

● The elevation of the issue of gender equality 
in bilateral meetings and have consistent 
redlines that can be deployed in negotiations 
surrounding climate and other multilateral 
agreements.  

● The United States must acknowledge and 
codify inconsistencies with an acknowledge-
ment and procedure for why violating U.S. 
ideals to engage in diplomatic actions or 
negotiations that undermine feminist foreign 
policy goals and objectives. As part of this, 
the U.S. government should define terminolo-
gy, including SRHR and clearly articulate 
redlines and what is acceptable in multilateral 
negotiations and include an explicit process 
whereby the United States can remove itself 
from negotiations or agreements.

● The United States must also codify process-
es where there are inconsistencies between 
diplomacy and the overarching goals of a 
feminist foreign policy. This includes engage-
ment with countries that perpetuate human 
rights abuses and drawing redlines around 
where engagement is helpful to those whose 
rights are abused and where, even if it 
serves national interests, the United States 
cannot engage with such states. 

● Mandatory gender analyses in order to 
receive State Department funding and 
include transparent reporting and account-
ability measures against those metrics, this 
includes ex ante estimates and ex post 
reports. Further to that, guidance should be 
issued to Embassies on the status of women 
and prioritizing the status of women a metric 
for evaluating the growth of any country. 
Diplomatic tools like the State Department’s 
annual Country Reports on Human Rights 
Practices should include robust evidence on 
all aspects of women’s human rights, includ-
ing SRHR. These annual country reports are 
key documents for development, humanitari-
an and private sector actors who rely on the 
information they contain to make important 

decisions and investments. 
● The United States must hold itself to the 

same standards to which it holds other state 
actors, reporting on human rights practices 
and abuses as part of the annual country 
Human Rights Reports. This has been done 
in the past in Trafficking in Persons (TIP) 
reports. 

[Placeholder for Immigration]
The group discussion on feminist foreign policy 
raised immigration as a priority issue that would 
need to be addressed but those present lacked 
expertise in this area. Limited recommendations 
that emerged in the course of discussion included 
recognizing gender-based violence and reproduc-
tive coercion (including forced pregnancy) as 
eligibility criteria for individuals seeking asylum in 
the United States as well as law enforcement 
training on these types of claims and how to 
respond and the closure of private detention 
centers and ending of the family separation policy 
for those in detention as well as immigrants and 
asylum seekers. Additional insights will be captured 
in this area in ensuing consultations and a more 
robust chapter on immigration will appear in the 
final proposal released early next year.

VI. Accountability Mechanisms

Perhaps the greatest issue that has emerged from 
consultations to-date is the importance of account-
ability: ensuring that promises to advance a feminist 
approach are honored through full funding, the 
development of participatory approaches to policy 
formulation and implementation, the setting and 
reaching of specific, time-bound and measurable 
goals and through transparency. 

For the purposes of this paper, accountability of a 
feminist foreign policy includes: 1) A process of 
commitment-making, implementation and evalua-
tion that is evidence-based, transparent and inclu-
sive of individuals impacted by its practice; and 2) 
the generation of outcomes that do no harm and 
are desired by and beneficial to those impacted.

Structurally speaking, a U.S. feminist foreign policy 
must be accompanied by a robust mechanism by 
which to publicly track progress on implementation 
and hold promises to account. Two key factors 
within this are the allocation of sufficient funds for 
the full implementation of the policy, and a transpar-

ent and inclusive system of reporting on progress 
and outcomes.

1. Funding
As noted above, the OECD-DAC gender equality 
policy marker records aid activities around a 
three-point scoring system and notes whether the 
policy objective is to promote gender equality as a 
primary objective, significant objective or whether 
gender equality was not targeted as an objective.20

While the gender marker is an imperfect metric, it is 
an immediately available one. Using the 
OECD-DAC marker, a recommended 100 percent 
of U.S. foreign assistance should have gender as a 
principal or significant objective, and of that foreign 
assistance, twenty percent must include gender 
equality as a primary goal. This is consistent with 
Sweden’s achievements under their feminist foreign 
policy,21 and with recommendations by feminist 
activists organizing to influence the Group of 7 (G7) 
in 2019.22

This mechanism needs significant improvements. 
There should be alignment between U.S. budget 
creation and reporting timelines and OECD-DAC 
timelines to ensure that U.S. commitments intended 
to promote gender equality are captured accurately. 
Currently, the Congressional Budget Justification 
(CBJ), which is “the annual presentation to the 
Congress that justifies the entire Foreign Opera-
tions Budget Request and reflects the continuing 
process to provide improved strategic focus, data 
quality”23 occurs early in the calendar year and is 
based on the U.S. government fiscal year, whereas 
the OECD-DAC timeline is not.

In addition to increased and more transparent 
funding for gender equality, the inclusion of groups 
and individuals typically excluded from decision 
making processes is pivotal. Grassroots and local 
organizations best-placed to do critical work to 
reduce gender inequality often lack the technical 
and financial resources to apply for U.S. govern-
ment funding. U.S. policy should balance grass-
roots and community inclusion with mitigating time 
and resource burdens on organizations expected to 
represent traditionally marginalized viewpoints. One 
model to consider in this effort is the recently-estab-
lished Equality Fund. 

Another shortcoming of this mechanism is that it is 
self-reported and there is no external validation or 
independent review confirming that donor-reported 

data is aligned to OECD guidelines for each gender 
policy marker. There should be an independent 
mechanism that tracks and validates self-reported 
data consistently across countries.

2. Reporting
Feminist policymaking must distinguish itself from 
business-as-usual both in its process and 
outcomes. Policymakers and implementers will 
need to clearly articulate those policies or condi-
tions that violet feminist principles (e.g., Tanzania’s 
banning of girls from school when they become 
pregnant). Decisions about what these circum-
stances are, and what U.S. policy reactions should 
be, must be made in consultation with local actors 
to avoid unintended consequences and should be 
transparently reported on to the public as a part of a 
regular reporting. The policy itself, as well as the 
reporting on it, should avoid the creation of new, 
siloed initiatives and explore how to streamline 
existing accountability processes.

We have limited evidence on the extent to which 
international conventions (e.g., the Convention on 
the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination 
Against Women or CEDAW) and other accountabili-
ty mechanisms have played a role in successfully 
narrowing gender gaps and improving the lives of 
women and girls. To date, Sweden’s reporting 
process on their Feminist Foreign Policy has been 
in the form of illustrative case studies rather than 
quantifiable data on outcomes across all levers of 
foreign policy. It is recommended that a U.S. policy 
take on a more robust framework for monitoring 
and evaluating outcomes, rather than outputs, and 
be made publicly available on a regular basis. 

With the understanding that complex social norm 
change takes time, reporting is still necessary to 
demonstrate incremental progress where the 
feminist foreign policy practices are having the 
greatest impact and where they are not. By making 
these actions more visible, greater progress against 
is more likely. In this respect, France’s policy is 
perhaps a good example: they have articulated 
actionable objectives and outcomes, indicators, key 
stakeholders, and an anticipated timeline for com-
pletion against five core areas. The United States 
should undertake a similar mechanism in their 
reporting, creating new, rather than repackaged, 
commitments that are specific, measurable, achiev-
able, relevant and time-bound (SMART).

The United States should also strive for a model of 

external validation, wherein independent research-
ers and civil society representatives examine the 
extent to which commitments have been met and 
report publicly on their findings.

VII. Conclusion

The above recommendations for the restructuring 
and reprioritization of U.S. foreign policy efforts to 
advance a feminist foreign policy on behalf of the 
United States should be viewed as a starting point. 
In the coming months, there will be a series of 
stakeholder consultations to further refine and 
augment this proposal, seeking the benefit of 
additional expertise. At the end of this process, a 
comprehensive proposal will be developed for 
harnessing the full power of U.S. foreign policy in a 
manner that prioritizes gender equality and environ-
mental integrity, enshrines the human rights of all, 
seeks to disrupt colonial, patriarchal and male-dom-
inated power structures and allocates significant 
resources, including research, to achieve that 
vision.

Annex - List of Acronyms and Definitions

Agency: An individual or group’s ability to make 
choices and to transform those choices into desired 
outcomes. Incorporating agency into policy requires 
contemplating issues of autonomy, choice, empow-
erment and meaningful engagement. A feminist 
lens on agency moves beyond seeing women as 
participants or beneficiaries; it means that women 
in all their diversity are experts on their own experi-
ence, agents of their own lives and actors in their 
community and society. 

Bodily autonomy: Achieving the highest standard 
of sexual and reproductive health and
rights is based on the fundamental human rights of 
all individuals to: have their bodily integrity, privacy 
and personal autonomy respected; freely define 
their own sexuality; decide whether and when to be 
sexually active; choose their sexual partners; have 
safe and pleasurable sexual experiences; decide 
whether, when and whom to marry; decide whether, 
when and by what means to have a child or 
children and how many children to have; and have 
access over their lifetimes to the information, 
resources, services and support necessary to 
achieve all the above, free from discrimination, 
coercion, exploitation and violence.

even as the policy is implemented. This 
“co-creation” process should not be a 
one-time event, but rather an iterative and 
reflective exercise that is progressively more 
inclusive over time.

● Adopt or expand gender policies in the White 
House and each agency responsible for 
implementing feminist foreign policy, includ-
ing mandatory gender analyses for all proj-
ects and programs. 

● Gender analyses should be standard prac-
tice in program implementation throughout 
the government, tailored for each agency.  
Gender policies should be both internally and 
externally facing, from personnel decisions to 
agency program interventions. Agencies 
include but are not limited to the Millennium 
Challenge Corporation (MCC), the Depart-
ment of State (State), Department of Defense 
(DOD), Department of Justice (DOJ), Depart-
ment of Agriculture (USDA), Peace Corps, 
the U.S. Agency for International Develop-
ment (USDAID) and the U.S. International 
Development Finance Corporation.  

● Articulate policy limitations: where implemen-
tation of U.S. foreign policy countervenes the 
principles of a feminist foreign policy, includ-
ing in cases of national security, the rationale 
must be publicly articulated. 

● Adopt a common accountability framework 
tracking desired goals, objectives, targets 
and outcomes of the U.S. feminist foreign 
policy as part of a transparent consultation 
process between the government and civil 
society, including but not limited to the public 
reporting of annual progress to promote 
gender equality through both internal opera-
tions and external foreign policy functions. 

V. Agency and/or “Lever”-Specific Recom-
mendations for U.S. Feminist Foreign 
Policy

1. Foreign Assistance 
U.S. foreign assistance helps tens of millions of 
people each year, often providing life-saving assis-
tance. As important as this aid is, it still accounts for 
a tiny slice of the U.S. federal budget, less than one 
percent.13 Of that, a smaller amount supports 
gender equality and inclusion. An infinitesimal 
amount finds its way to local, women-led and 
feminist organizations and grassroots gender 
equality movements—key indicators of the extent 

to which foreign assistance prioritizes gender 
equality. 

A U.S. feminist foreign policy would promote 
gender equality through (1) robust and transparent 
funding to promote gender equality in international 
development and humanitarian assistance; (2) 
gender analysis of all international development 
and humanitarian assistance activities; (3) consul-
tation with and direct investments in women-led 
and women’s rights organizations globally; (4) full 
funding for comprehensive sexual, reproductive 
health and rights programs; and (5) the removal of 
harmful conditio ns tied to U.S. foreign assistance.

One challenge with transparent funding is that most 
mechanisms for tracking foreign assistance are 
self-reported. How one donor government or 
specific development agency defines a project as 
impacting gender equality may differ from another. 
Dollars counted towards promoting gender equality 
may also count towards economic growth or educa-
tion, for example, which makes it difficult to track 
the exact amounts spent to increase gender equali-
ty. One of the most widely used mechanisms to 
track aid that is intended to promote gender equali-
ty is the OECD’s Development Assistance Commit-
tee (DAC) gender equality policy marker. This is a 
qualitative statistical tool that members use to 
report annually on whether an aid activity “principal-
ly” or “significantly” targets gender equality as a 
policy objective. Some private sector entities and 
philanthropies have also begun to monitor their 
activities with this tool.14 While it can be a good way 
to compare country investments against one anoth-
er, there is also the potential for inaccurate report-
ing, given that the current system lacks any form of 
external validation or independent review of donors’
self-reported data. In addition to the DAC recom-
mendations below, the accountability section which 
follows enumerates several other recommenda-
tions for reporting and prioritizing gender equality. 
These include support for women’s rights organiza-
tions in the form of funding and greater transparen-
cy around how projects and programs mainstream 
and/or prioritize gender. Where OECD DAC recom-
mendations are made, below, it is because that is 
currently the best form of tracking and implement-
ing these requests most immediately and before a 
more robust and transparent mechanism can be 
created and utilized.
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Environmental integrity: the sustenance of 
biophysical processes that support all living organ-
isms, by protecting diversity, ecological functions 
and resilience of all ecosystems. 

Feminist foreign policy: Feminist foreign policy is 
the policy of a state that defines its interactions with 
other states, as well as movements and other 
non-state actors, in a manner that prioritizes gender 
equality and environmental integrity, enshrines the 
human rights of all, seeks to disrupt colonial, racist, 
patriarchal and male-dominated power structures 
and allocates significant resources, including 
research, to achieve that vision. Feminist foreign 
policy is coherent in its approach across all of its 
levers of influence, anchored by the exercise of 
those values at home and co-created with feminist 
activists, groups and movements, at home and 
abroad.

Intersectionality: The multiple aspects of identity 
that play out in people’s lives and experiences that 
can compound and exacerbate oppression. An 
intersectional approach in policy takes account the 
complex ways that multiple identities intersect and 
influence interests, participation and outcomes.an 
approach that takes into account and seeks to 
address the multiple and often intersecting forms of 
discrimination such as gender, race, age, class, 
socioeconomic status, physical or mental ability, 
gender or sexual identity, religion, or ethnicity.24

Sexual and reproductive health and rights: A 
state of physical, emotional, mental and social 
well-being in relation to all aspects of sexuality and 
reproduction, not merely the absence of disease, 
dysfunction, or infirmity. Therefore, a positive 
approach to sexuality and reproduction should 
recognize the part played by pleasurable sexual 
relationships, trust and communication in promoting 
self-esteem and overall well-being. All individuals 
have a right to make decisions governing their 
bodies and to access services that support that 
right.”25

Abbreviations: 
DAC: Development Assistance Committee of the 

OECD
DOD: U.S. Department of Defense 
DOJ: U.S. Department of Justice
LGBTQIA+: Lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, 

intersex, queer/questioning, intersex, asexual 
and many other terms, such as non-binary and 
pansexual.

OECD: Organisation for Economic Co-operation 
and Development

SRHR: Sexual and reproductive health and rights
USAID: U.S. Agency for International Development 
USDA: U.S. Department of Agriculture
WPS: Women, peace and security

References
1. Government of Sweden. (2018, August 23). Handbook: 
Sweden’s Feminist Foreign Policy. Retrieved September 19, 
2019 from 
https://www.government.se/reports/2018/08/handbook-sweden
s-feminist-foreign-policy/.

2. Government of Canada. (2017). Canada’s Feminist 
International Assistance Policy. Retrieved September 9, 2019 
from 
http://international.gc.ca/world-monde/issues_development-enj
eux_developpement/priorities-priorites/policy-politique.aspx?la
ng=eng.

3. Le Drian, J. and Schiappa, M. (2019). Feminist Foreign 
Policy. Retrieved September 9, 2019 from 
https://onu.delegfrance.org/Feminist-foreign-policy.

4. Clement, R., & Thompson, L. (2019). Is the Future of 
Foreign Policy Feminist? Journal Of Diplomacy and 
International Relations, XX(2), 76-94. Retrieved September 9, 
2019 from 
http://blogs.shu.edu/diplomacy/files/2019/08/Clement-and-Tho
mpson-Is-the-Future-of-Foreign-Policy-Feminist.pdf.

5. Principles – Feminist Agenda for a Green New Deal. (2019). 
Retrieved September 27, 2019, from 
http://feministgreennewdeal.com/principles/.

6. Blueprint for Sexual and Reproductive Health, Rights, and 
Justice. (2019). Retrieved September 27, 2019 from 
https://reproblueprint.org/.

7. United Nations Women. (2014). Beijing Declaration and 
Platform for Action Beijing+5 Political Declaration and 
Outcome. Retrieved September 9, 2019 from 
https://www.unwomen.org//media/headquarters/attachments/se
ctions/csw/pfa_e_final_web.pdf?la=en&vs=800.

8. What does intersectional feminism actually mean? | IWDA. 
(2018, May 11). Retrieved October 9, 2019, from 
https://iwda.org.au/what-does-intersectional-feminism-actually-
mean/.

9. Starrs, A. M., Ezeh, A. C., Barker, G., Basu, A., Bertrand, J. 
T., Blum, R., … Ashford, L. S. (2018, June 30). Accelerate 
progress—sexual and reproductive health and rights for all: 
report of the Guttmacher–Lancet Commission. The Lancet, Vol. 
391, pp. 2642–2692. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(18)30293-9.

10. Lieberman, B. (2019, July 23). A brief introduction to 
climate change and national security. Yale Climate 
Connections. Retrieved September 27, 2019, from 
https://www.yaleclimateconnections.org/2019/07/a-brief-introdu
ction-to-climate-change-and-national-security/.

11. Barr, H. (2015). Marry Before Your House is Swept Away: 
Child Marriage in Bangladesh. New York: Human Rights 
Watch.

12. To the greatest extent legally possible.

13. McBride, J. (2018, October 1). How Does the U.S. Spend 
Its Foreign Aid? Retrieved September 5, 2019, from 
https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/how-does-us-spend-its-foreig
n-aid .

14. DAC gender equality policy marker - OECD. (n.d.). 
Retrieved September 27, 2019 from 
https://www.oecd.org/dac/gender-development/dac-gender-equ
ality-marker.htm.

15. Funding Feminist Futures. (n.d.). Retrieved September 5, 
2019, from https://equalityfund.ca/.

16. The Constitution reserves the power to make war to 
Congress.

17. UN Security Council Resolution 1325 | United Nations 
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization. (n.d.). 
Retrieved September 5, 2019 from 
http://www.unesco.org/new/en/social-and-human-sciences/the
mes/gender-equality/gender-peace-and-conflict/un-security-co
uncil-resolution-1325/.

18. United States Agency for International Development. (2016, 
August 23). National Action Plan on Women, Peace, and 
Security. Retrieved September 5, 2019 from 
https://www.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/documents/1868/Natio
nal%20Action%20Plan%20on%20Women%2C%20Peace%2C
%20and%20Security.pdf.

19. The White House. (June 2019). United States Strategy On 
Women, Peace, and Security. Retrieved September 5, 2019 
from 
https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/WPS
-Strategy-FINAL-PDF-6.11.19.pdf.

20. DAC gender equality policy marker - OECD. (n.d.). 
Retrieved September 27, 2019, from 
https://www.oecd.org/dac/gender-development/dac-gender-equ
ality-marker.htm.

21.Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development. 
(2018 July). Aid to gender equality and women’s 
empowerment. Retrieved September 7 from 
https://www.oecd.org/dac/gender-development/Aid-to-gender-o
verview-2018.pdf.

22. Chrisafis, A. (2019, August 25). G7 leaders told to scrap 
discriminatory gender laws from statute books. The Guardian. 
Retrieved September 7 from 
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2019/aug/25/g7-leaders-tol
d-to-scrap-discriminatory-gender-laws-from-statute-books .

23. Congressional Budget Justification | U.S. Agency for 
International Development. (2019, May 22). Retrieved October 
9, 2019 from 
https://www.usaid.gov/results-and-data/budget-spending/congr
essional-budget-justification.

24. What does intersectional feminism actually mean? | IWDA. 
(2018, May 11). Retrieved October 9, 2019, from 
https://iwda.org.au/what-does-intersectional-feminism-actually-
mean/.

25. Starrs, A. M., Ezeh, A. C., Barker, G., Basu, A., Bertrand, J. 
T., Blum, R., … Ashford, L. S. (2018, June 30). Accelerate 
progress—sexual and reproductive health and rights for all: 
report of the Guttmacher–Lancet Commission. The Lancet, Vol. 
391, pp. 2642–2692. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(18)30293-9.



IV. Cross-Cutting Recommendations for 
Implementation of Key Principles

There are five cross-cutting elements that are 
necessary to advance feminist foreign policy across 
the whole-of-government: (1) High level leadership
with mandate to promote feminist foreign policy; (2) 
Commitment to gender parity, diversity and inclu-
sion both internally, among leadership and staff, 
and externally, co-created12 with feminists outside 
government; (3) Training and capacity-building to 
ensure robust implementation; (4) Gender analysis 
underlying all aspects of foreign policy; and (5) 
Adequate resourcing to ensure all of the above.

The full embrace of these elements would be a 
considerable departure from the status quo of how 
U.S. foreign policy is currently structured. As such, 
this discussion draft outlines two architectural 
models that might achieve this. Over the course of 
the ensuing consultations and outreach these 
proposals will be sharpened and adapted to inform 
the final proposal for a U.S. feminist foreign policy, 
to be published in early 2020. 

Potential Models of High-Level Leadership for 
Feminist Foreign Policy

1. Presidential Leadership and Mainstreaming 
Throughout Current Structures
In this model, the President announces that the 
United States will adopt a feminist foreign policy, to 
be co-created and implemented in consultation with 
feminists inside and outside of government, and 
commits to ensure cohesion across all levers of 
foreign policy using existing structures. Under this 
approach, the executive branch adopts a coherent 
and unified vision for feminist foreign policy, and 
each agency articulates a series of commitments— 
including staffing, budgetary, legislative affairs and 
communications—to implement it. High-level 
leadership and cohesion would likely spur more 
meaningful action throughout the government and 
ensure that the agenda is mainstreamed across all 
relevant agencies as well as become a core priority 
for White House offices, including public engage-
ment, legislative affairs and the National Security 
Council (NSC).

2. New Structures: Creation of A Feminist Coun-
cil in the White House
Another model is the establishment of a new and 
separate authority for the development, implemen-

tation, and reporting of a U.S. feminist foreign 
policy, potentially including a standalone body to 
guide and monitor implementation. This would 
include Secretaries of each agency as well as civil 
society leaders from the United States and around 
the world. The council would oversee a robust 
budget and would coordinate with relevant domes-
tic agencies as well. This council would have 
statutory authority as well as a public engagement 
function, centralizing engagement with gender 
issues and coordinating key high-level stakeholders 
across and outside of the government, including the 
NSC. The work of the White House Council on 
Women and Girls, which has traditionally had a 
more domestic than global focus, would be 
subsumed under the new Council as it would 
include an equal emphasis on a feminist approach 
to policy at home and abroad. The Council would 
coordinate efforts—from policy formulation to 
implementation and progress reporting--across 
agencies, elevating gender issues in the executive 
branch and integrating gender within White House 
structures. 

It is critical that such a structure have authority, 
funding and a mandate to meaningfully and trans-
parently engage with civil society. Otherwise, it runs 
the risk of separating gender from the places where 
power is concentrated and where key decisions are 
made, rather than integrating gender into the fabric 
of the government. The Council could also include 
members outside of government, particularly 
women and other marginalized groups from the 
Global South who would advise relevant agencies 
on of the outcomes, goals and objectives against 
which to be measured, which would be particularly 
important for ensuring foreign assistance is deliv-
ered in line with its intentions.

3. Additional Actions to Develop and Implement 
Feminist Foreign Policy Across Government
In addition to one of the above structural models for 
feminist foreign policy, the following actions should 
be implemented across the whole-of-government. 
Agency-specific recommendations follow in the 
ensuing section.

● Achieve gender parity in political appoint-
ments and diversity and intersectional repre-
sentation throughout all agencies and ranks 
of government.

● Co-create  feminist foreign policy with femi-
nists inside and outside of the government, 

I. Background

With the launch of Sweden’s Feminist Foreign 
Policy in 2014,1 Canada’s Feminist Foreign Assis-
tance Policy in 20172 and France’s Feminist 
Foreign Policy in 2019,3 a group of Washing-
ton-based foreign policy experts and advocates for 
global gender equality came together over the 
course of three days in August of 2019 to sketch out 
what such an effort might look like for the United 
States. The group's discussion built off of a 
research review of feminist foreign policy as 
expressed by other countries,4 as well as ideas 
surfaced from consultations with more than 100 
feminist activists from over 30 countries. The 
experts gathered discussed policy ideas in the 
following areas: diplomacy, defense, foreign assis-
tance and trade, as well as in the cross-cutting 
issue areas of climate change5 and sexual and 
reproductive health and rights.6 A final policy 
agenda will be refined through global consultations 
and input of additional experts and organizations, 
and will be published ahead of events marking the 
25th anniversary of the Fourth World Conference 
on Women in Beijing and resulting Declaration and 
Platform for Action.7 This document elucidates a 
vision for the highest standard of U.S. foreign policy 
that promotes gender equality, human rights, peace 
and environmental integrity. It includes a proposed 
definition, key principles and policy recommenda-
tions that will be expanded and refined over coming 
months.

II. Defining a Feminist Foreign Policy for the 
United States

A country’s foreign policy is a statement of its 
values and priorities. The implementation of foreign 
policy, across all of its various levers, is one demon-
stration of how a nation lives its values. Now more 
than ever, the United States needs a feminist 
approach—one that fundamentally alters the way 
the nation conducts itself, prioritizing the importance 
of diplomatic solutions, cooperating with allies and 
international institutions, embracing a progressive, 
inclusive and rights-based agenda, valuing the 
voices of the most marginalized and addressing 
racist, ableist, sexist, homophobic and transphobic 
and patriarchal and/or male-dominated systems of 
power. 

Foreign policy shapes how a government defines 

and prioritizes peace and security, structures trade, 
provides humanitarian aid and development assis-
tance and works with other nations and non-state 
actors. Coherence across all aspects of foreign 
policy is paramount for a feminist approach; so too 
should coherence extend across domestic and 
foreign policy, with both embracing the same femi-
nist values.

To clarify the goals of a feminist foreign policy and 
to promote coherence of a feminist approach 
across policy domains, the following draft definition 
is proposed: 

Feminist foreign policy is the policy of a state that 
defines its interactions with other states, as well as 
movements and other non-state actors, in a manner 
that prioritizes gender equality and environmental 
integrity, enshrines the human rights of all, seeks to 
disrupt colonial, racist, patriarchal and male-domi-
nated power structures, and allocates significant 
resources, including research, to achieve that 
vision. Feminist foreign policy is coherent in its 
approach across all of its levers of influence, 
anchored by the exercise of those values at home 
and co-created with feminist activists, groups and 
movements, at home and abroad.

Taking that as the guiding vision for feminist foreign 
policy, there are a number of key principles and 
policy recommendations that apply across the 
whole of the U.S. government. Following this, 
specific policy recommendations are made for each 
of the major levers of foreign policy—aid, trade, 
diplomacy and defense—as well as thematic priori-
ties that should be addressed within a U.S. feminist 
foreign policy. This is not yet a complete policy 
package; additional consultations and efforts will 
augment, refine and supplement this opening salvo 
over the course of ensuing months. However, it is a 
solid start.

III. Key Principles for U.S. Feminist Foreign 
Policy

Given the complicated legacy of U.S. global 
engagement as both a colony and colonizer, as well 
as its associated history of struggles for racial, 
gender and environmental integrity both at home 
and abroad, a number of key principles should 
underpin a U.S. feminist foreign policy.

First, human rights are women’s rights and wom-
en’s rights are human rights. U.S. foreign policy 
must respect the rights recognized by international 
and domestic law and should place itself on the 
side of those seeking to defend and expand the 
rights and freedoms of individuals and groups 
around the world. 

Second, U.S. policy should be representative, 
inclusive, responsive and accountable to stake-
holders. Foreign policy has traditionally been 
informed by patriarchal and discriminatory social 
norms and implemented through male-dominated 
institutions. A feminist approach demands gender 
parity in representation, as well as active commit-
ment to gender, racial and other forms of diversity, 
equity and inclusion. A U.S. government commit-
ment to diversity and inclusion should not exclu-
sively focus on rhetoric and internal processes, but 
also on the impact of its policies and public-private 
partnerships on diverse communities. As such, this 
principle includes a government-wide commitment 
to consultation with civil society and feminist move-
ments outside of government, including and espe-
cially in the Global South. 

Third, a feminist foreign policy should take an 
intersectional approach to feminism. This is an 
approach that takes into account and seeks to 
address the multiple and often intersecting forms of 
discrimination such as gender, race, age, class, 
socioeconomic status, physical or mental ability, 
gender or sexual identity, religion or ethnicity.8  

Fourth, a feminist foreign policy should promote 
and protect bodily autonomy. Recognizing that the 
oppression of women and gender-nonconforming 
individuals has traditionally been expressed in the 
regulation and restriction of bodies and rights, a 
feminist approach would model its inverse, starting 
with the basic principle of bodily autonomy. A 
feminist approach embraces sexual and reproduc-
tive health and rights, which according to the 
Guttmacher Institute is defined as: “A state of 
physical, emotional, mental and social well-being in 
relation to all aspects of sexuality and reproduction, 
not merely the absence of disease, dysfunction, or 
infirmity. Therefore, a positive approach to sexuality 
and reproduction should recognize the part played 
by pleasurable sexual relationships, trust and 
communication in promoting self-esteem and 
overall well-being. All individuals have a right to 
make decisions governing their bodies and to 

access services that support that right.”9 This 
approach should also enshrine bodily autonomy, 
which the Blueprint for Sexual and Reproductive 
Health, Rights and Justice defines as: “Achieving 
the highest standard of sexual and reproductive 
health and rights is based on the fundamental 
human rights of all individuals to: have their bodily 
integrity, privacy and personal autonomy respected; 
freely define their own sexuality; decide whether 
and when to be sexually active; choose their sexual 
partners; have safe and pleasurable sexual experi-
ences; decide whether, when and whom to marry; 
decide whether, when and by what means to have 
a child or children and how many children to have; 
and have access over their lifetimes to the informa-
tion, resources, services and support necessary to 
achieve all the above, free from discrimination, 
coercion, exploitation and violence.”

Fifth, environmental integrity. Here, environmental 
integrity is defined as the sustenance of biophysical 
processes that support all living organisms, by 
protecting diversity, ecological functions and resil-
ience of all ecosystems. Climate change erodes 
human freedoms and limits choice. However, the 
impacts of climate change are not felt equally. 
Climate change affects everyone, but women and 
men experience the impacts differently, and women 
are often disproportionately negatively affected. 
Women, compared to men, often have limited 
access to resources, more restricted rights, limited 
mobility and a muted voice in shaping decisions 
and influencing policy. Climate change can also 
impact security, particularly for those who are 
already most vulnerable in a society, often women, 
girls, gender minorities and LGBTQIA+ persons, 
those with disabilities and most especially those 
with intersecting marginalized identities. Threats 
related to the climate crisis generally viewed as a  
“threat multiplier- a phenomenon that can worsen 
or exacerbate other sources of instability and 
conflict, such as competition for natural resources 
and ethnic tensions.”10  By way of just one exam-
ple, following extreme climate-related flooding in 
Bangladesh, child marriage rates soared.11 All 
efforts to adapt to and mitigate climate change 
must include specific protections for and acknowl-
edgment of the harm to communities of color, 
indigenous peoples and other frontline and margin-
alized communities around the world, while seeking 
to address gender inequality.

Currently, U.S. foreign assistance has several 
contingencies, ranging from how goods and 
services are sourced and delivered to how trade 
agreements are shaped. These contingencies often 
make aid costlier to deliver and less effective 
overall. It is recommended that all limiting condi-
tions  on U.S. foreign assistance be removed, such 
as the prioritization of U.S. private sector entities 
and faith-based organizations through foreign 
assistance. In its current form, U.S. foreign policy 
exempts some U.S.-funded organizations from 
implementing U.S. policy. Other forms of contingen-
cies make it difficult to establish the trust required to 
implement services, reach key populations and 
otherwise directly engage with those USAID is most 
meant to serve. The removal of conditions on U.S. 
foreign assistance would make assistance dollars 
go farther.

Recommendations for all agencies providing 
foreign assistance including USAID, State, DOD, 
MCC, the Peace Corps, DOJ, USDA and the 
Department of Labor:

● Increase investments in gender equality as 
measured by the OECD-DAC, as well as 
direct support for women’s rights organiza-
tions. 

● Prioritize co-creation and local ownership of 
foreign aid, with local constituencies inform-
ing development programs from their incep-
tion through to evaluation, including participa-
tory approaches such as community score-
cards. 

● Allocate robust and transparent funding for 
gender equality in international development 
and humanitarian assistance, and throughout 
foreign assistance. This should include a floor 
of 20 percent of ODA for gender equality as a 
principal objective (OECD-DAC marker 2) 
and requiring gender analysis for all of U.S. 
foreign assistance programs (OECD-DAC 
marker 1 and 2 combined, gender equality as 
a principal or significant objective). 

● Substantially increase direct investments in 
women-led and women’s rights organiza-
tions. One mechanism that should be consid-
ered in this regard is Canada’s recent-
ly-launched Equality Fund, which supports 
women’s rights organizations and feminist 
movements by providing technical assis-
tance, financial resources and grounding that 
work in the priorities identified by local orga-

nizations and the movements leading change 
in their communities.15 Of particular interest is 
that the Fund itself ($300m CAD) is managed 
by feminist funders—including women’s 
funds and gender-lens investors—and not by 
Canada’s development agency.

● Repeal the expanded Mexico City Policy 
(also referred to as “Protecting Life in Global 
Health Assistance” by the current administra-
tion or the global gag rule by advocates) and 
ensure funding for sexual and reproductive 
health and comprehensive sexuality educa-
tion. This aligns with other actions raised 
during the August 2019 convening, including 
working with Congress to end the Helms 
Amendment (banning the use of federal 
funds for abortion as a family planning 
method) and National Security Presidential 
Directive 22 (which conflates human traffick-
ing and sex work), as well as the foreign 
policy proposals outlined in the Blueprint for 
Sexual and Reproductive Health, Rights and 
Justice.

[Placeholder for Feminist Humanitarian Aid]
The majority of the group discussion on feminist aid 
focused on development assistance, to the exclu-
sion of humanitarian assistance. This will be 
addressed after future consultation with humanitari-
an organizations such as the International Rescue 
Committee (which has recently launched a feminist 
approach to humanitarian aid).

2. Trade 
Trade is a necessary and vital component of a 
nation’s economic success and growth and a key 
part of their engagement with other nations. At 
various points in the nation’s history, trade has 
been used as a way to grow America’s power 
globally, to maintain world order, to encourage 
peace, reduce domestic debt and to combat autoc-
racy.

A U.S. feminist foreign policy would prioritize femi-
nist trade policy through the promotion of women’s 
rights and equitable and dignified labor practices up 
and down the value chain, as well as the reduction 
and mitigation of the harmful impacts of climate 
change associated with trade. Importantly, it would 
go beyond where other countries who have insert-
ed a gender chapter in trade agreements have 
gone, including women’s rights commitments in the 
binding sections of deals. 

A successful trade policy should be one that: (1) 
Refrains from trade deals that won't equally benefit 
women due to de jure discrimination (e.g., import-
ing goods from sectors that have legal restrictions 
on women's employment); (2) Prioritizes support of 
local actors —– e.g., trade unions or workers’ rights 
organizations — to engage in trade negotiations 
and raise complaints/violations; and (3) Set targets 
for public procurement from women-owned firms.

Mechanisms exist for analyzing gender impacts of 
trade  throughout the value chain, such as those 
developed for gender analysis in MCC  and World 
Bank projects, or a certification mechanism, such 
as EDGE. Such mechanisms could track the 
amount of trade dollars that go towards wom-
en-owned businesses and promoting women’s and 
gender equality in the value chain, giving a compet-
itive advantage to those private sector entities who 
are doing more to promote gender equality in order 
to foster private sector growth in this area.

Specific recommendations for trade policy and 
practices under a U.S. feminist foreign policy 
include:

● The development of new mechanisms to link 
gender equality to environmental and labor 
concerns in trade agreements. 

● Incorporating women’s human rights and 
gender equality in bilateral and multilateral 
trade agreements, specifically in the binding 
sections. This includes principles around 
debt and redress in how these objectives are 
met. 

● Re-engagement in the Paris Agreement, 
which articulates some of these principles in 
the preamble. The United States should go 
further than the Paris Agreement, however, 
to operationalize these principles. 

● Support for and investment in the United 
Nations Framework Convention on Climate 
Change (UNFCCC) gender action plan, 
including aims to enhance women's partici-
pation and leadership in national delegations 
and on boards and bodies of the Convention, 
as well as enhanced gender-responsive 
implementation of national climate plans and 
policies. The UNFCCC supports increased 
participation of women in climate negotia-
tions and also contains specific gender 
action plans which reports on boards and 
bodies, includes a senior gender advisor and 

gender team and requests for training. The 
United States should be aware of and 
engaged in improving trade negotiations in 
their national plans and tracked against 
gender and climate actions.  

● Working towards the goal of mobilizing jointly 
$100 billion per year by 2020, the United 
States should re-commit ambitious and 
fair-share contributions to the Green Climate 
Fund, ensuring gender-responsive financing. 

● All trade agreements should include a 
gender analysis as well as a strategy for 
energy democracy and emissions reduction 
and climate change mitigation. There should 
be a financial commitment that is 100 
percent gender-responsive. 

● Trade agreements should not enforce ideo-
logically-driven agendas, such as privatiza-
tion of government entities or dismantling of 
health, safety and labor protections. The 
harms of these measures usually fall most 
heavily on women, lower income and margin-
alized people and are rarely compensated 
directly or indirectly through improved job 
creation or income. 

3. Defense
In order to achieve the goal of a more peaceful and 
healthy planet, U.S. national security and defense 
operations must be transformed. U.S. military 
interventions should be a last resort after fully 
utilizing the many and powerful tools available 
within the foreign policy apparatus: diplomacy, aid 
and trade. Military action should be primarily 
defensive in nature and require a very high stan-
dard of need. Additionally, military action should 
only be undertaken with a full and democratic 
debate, due political process16 and full disclosure of 
rationale, analysis of implications and clear goals 
and milestones for intervention. Where military 
action is chosen, it should be carefully overseen 
and subject to sunset provisions aimed at prevent-
ing mission creep, civilian deaths and ongoing 
obligations to continued military operations. 

Furthermore, a more feminist military policy com-
mits to preventing and responding to gender-based 
violence in conflict and to meaningfully including 
women and those who face discrimination in 
security forces, peace negotiations and post-con-
flict rebuilding. It encourages a diversity of intelli-
gence sources, including women and other margin-
alized groups, to understand the true scope of 

security concerns and impacts of potential actions 
and design responses with those interests in mind. 

The body of international and U.S. law that has 
most directly sought to advance this approach to 
military action is U.N. Security Council Resolution 
1325 and ensuing, “sister” resolutions that have 
formed the women, peace and security (WPS) 
agenda. A radical resolution when it passed in 
2000, UNSCR 1325 sought to advance human 
security and the promotion of peace via specific 
protections for women’s safety in conflict settings 
and their meaningful involvement in peacekeeping 
and humanitarian response, peace processes and 
rebuilding post-conflict.17 The United States has 
sought to incorporate UNSCR 1325 into its foreign 
policy through the U.S. National Action Plan (NAP) 
on Women, Peace and Security, first launched in 
2011 and updated in 2016,18 and subsequently by 
the Women, Peace and Security Act of 2017 and 
mandated National Strategy on Women, Peace and 
Security of 2019.19 Taken together, these laws and 
policies give the defense community the doctrinal 
mandate to implement UNSCR 1325 as a core part 
of their work. Gender analyses across both internal 
and external defense operations and an explicit 
focus on expanding gender expertise through 
training and recruitment and the diversification of 
intelligence sources will go a long way in advancing 
the necessary transformation of the U.S. defense 
apparatus in line with various existing WPS policy 
frameworks.

Specific recommendations for defense efforts 
authorized under a U.S. feminist foreign policy 
include:

● Crafting a National Security Strategy (NSS) 
that reflects women’s and other marginalized 
and gendered experiences.

● Fully implementing U.S. commitments to the 
women, peace and security agenda. In order 
to ensure that the U.S. government upholds 
these commitments, Congress should not 
release funds to agencies who are not imple-
menting their obligations in this area.  

● Creating a new, high-level position, either 
reporting to the Secretary of Defense at DOD 
or reporting to the National Security Advisor 
at the NSC, that is charged with developing 
and overseeing implementation of a more 
feminist approach to defense as part of the 
U.S. feminist foreign policy.

● Ensuring equal opportunity to meet perfor-
mance standards for female and LGBTQIA+ 
servicemembers.

● Lifting the transgender servicemember ban.
● Retooling internal policies to ensure provision 

of child care and spousal support that does 
not assume a male service member and 
female “trailing” spouse, and a total redesign 
of promotion and retention policies to be 
predicated on the successful implementation 
of gender equitable work and increased and 
diverse recruitment and promotion

● Ensuring comprehensive coverage of and 
access to sexual and reproductive health 
services, including contraception and abor-
tion, for people serving in the military. 

● Designing and delivering meaningful and 
consistently implemented justice mechanisms 
for those within the military system, but also 
for those outside of the system but against 
whom acts of gender-based violence are 
committed by military personnel.

● Providing increased training on the women, 
peace and security agenda and its integration 
into military colleges and training. An intro-
duction to WPS should be part of basic 
training. Additionally, there should be an 
independent evaluation gender training 
program at DOD that includes recommenda-
tions for improvement that are acted upon. In 
order to ensure a gender lens is incorporated 
across the board and not siloed or marginal-
ized, each and every member of U.S. 
defense and military operations—including 
political appointees and contractors—should 
receive training in gender analysis. 

4. Diplomacy
The United States must foster increased collabora-
tion and cooperation among state and non-state 
actors. This includes supporting the institutions and 
mechanisms that facilitate cooperation and non-mil-
itary conflict resolution and peaceful competition, as 
well as mitigating the effects of climate change. A
new framework for diplomacy is necessary to 
implement a feminist foreign policy that is respon-
sive to these and other concerns and will require 
leadership by both Congress and all elements of 
U.S. diplomatic action. If the United States is to lead 
the world as a moral authority or rapporteur on 
human rights abuses, then it must lead by example, 
particularly with countries where women’s freedom 
and bodily autonomy is a concern. There are three 

areas for immediate and sustained action to 
advance feminist diplomacy in the United States: 
(1) internal State Department  staffing, training and 
operations; (2) bilateral and multilateral diplomatic 
efforts;  and (3) the design and delivery of foreign 
assistance funding and technical assistance.

Recommendations include:

● The appointment of a high-level representa-
tive tasked with oversight of the feminist 
approach to diplomacy, including all external 
and internal (HR) practices, and reporting 
directly to the Secretary of State.

● In order for the United States to have a 
feminist, collaborative, civilian-led diplomacy 
equal to the challenges faced, the decline in 
funding and staffing of the State Department 
must be reversed. A specific percentage or 
dollar amount of recommended funding for 
both improving internal staffing and training 
and to support programs that prioritize 
gender equity globally is forthcoming.

● The commitment of the State Department to 
achieving gender balance amongst all U.S. 
diplomatic personnel, including foreign 
service and civil service officers, political 
appointees, cabinet and high-level roles. 
Gender balance should not be the only 
measure of success: the diplomatic architec-
ture needs equal representation of women, 
yes, but especially women of color, trans 
women and other intersectional and margin-
alized identities at all levels and in all auspic-
es of diplomacy. 

● Mandatory training on gender, SRHR, 
anti-racism and implicit bias training in both 
early-career and ongoing professional devel-
opment. In the mandatory six-week training 
course that all foreign service officers (FSOs) 
undergo, known as the A100, advancing 
gender equality should be a key component. 
In addition to FSOs, anyone working with 
State Department funding should undergo 
the gender training, and all FSOs should 
participate in periodic and mandatory refresh-
er courses on gender and SRHR as a key 
part of professional development.

● An update to the State human resources 
policies to ensure that leave policies, includ-
ing family leave, child care, deployment 
options and policies, trailing spouses and 
more, build towards a more equitable and 

just workforce and encourage the promotion 
and retention of those who choose to 
become parents. Gender-based violence and 
workplace harassment should not be tolerat-
ed, and policies that allow abusers to move 
from one post to another once accused 
without facing consequences related to their 
employment and/or promotion should be 
abolished. 

● The elevation of the issue of gender equality 
in bilateral meetings and have consistent 
redlines that can be deployed in negotiations 
surrounding climate and other multilateral 
agreements.  

● The United States must acknowledge and 
codify inconsistencies with an acknowledge-
ment and procedure for why violating U.S. 
ideals to engage in diplomatic actions or 
negotiations that undermine feminist foreign 
policy goals and objectives. As part of this, 
the U.S. government should define terminolo-
gy, including SRHR and clearly articulate 
redlines and what is acceptable in multilateral 
negotiations and include an explicit process 
whereby the United States can remove itself 
from negotiations or agreements.

● The United States must also codify process-
es where there are inconsistencies between 
diplomacy and the overarching goals of a 
feminist foreign policy. This includes engage-
ment with countries that perpetuate human 
rights abuses and drawing redlines around 
where engagement is helpful to those whose 
rights are abused and where, even if it 
serves national interests, the United States 
cannot engage with such states. 

● Mandatory gender analyses in order to 
receive State Department funding and 
include transparent reporting and account-
ability measures against those metrics, this 
includes ex ante estimates and ex post 
reports. Further to that, guidance should be 
issued to Embassies on the status of women 
and prioritizing the status of women a metric 
for evaluating the growth of any country. 
Diplomatic tools like the State Department’s 
annual Country Reports on Human Rights 
Practices should include robust evidence on 
all aspects of women’s human rights, includ-
ing SRHR. These annual country reports are 
key documents for development, humanitari-
an and private sector actors who rely on the 
information they contain to make important 

decisions and investments. 
● The United States must hold itself to the 

same standards to which it holds other state 
actors, reporting on human rights practices 
and abuses as part of the annual country 
Human Rights Reports. This has been done 
in the past in Trafficking in Persons (TIP) 
reports. 

[Placeholder for Immigration]
The group discussion on feminist foreign policy 
raised immigration as a priority issue that would 
need to be addressed but those present lacked 
expertise in this area. Limited recommendations 
that emerged in the course of discussion included 
recognizing gender-based violence and reproduc-
tive coercion (including forced pregnancy) as 
eligibility criteria for individuals seeking asylum in 
the United States as well as law enforcement 
training on these types of claims and how to 
respond and the closure of private detention 
centers and ending of the family separation policy 
for those in detention as well as immigrants and 
asylum seekers. Additional insights will be captured 
in this area in ensuing consultations and a more 
robust chapter on immigration will appear in the 
final proposal released early next year.

VI. Accountability Mechanisms

Perhaps the greatest issue that has emerged from 
consultations to-date is the importance of account-
ability: ensuring that promises to advance a feminist 
approach are honored through full funding, the 
development of participatory approaches to policy 
formulation and implementation, the setting and 
reaching of specific, time-bound and measurable 
goals and through transparency. 

For the purposes of this paper, accountability of a 
feminist foreign policy includes: 1) A process of 
commitment-making, implementation and evalua-
tion that is evidence-based, transparent and inclu-
sive of individuals impacted by its practice; and 2) 
the generation of outcomes that do no harm and 
are desired by and beneficial to those impacted.

Structurally speaking, a U.S. feminist foreign policy 
must be accompanied by a robust mechanism by 
which to publicly track progress on implementation 
and hold promises to account. Two key factors 
within this are the allocation of sufficient funds for 
the full implementation of the policy, and a transpar-

ent and inclusive system of reporting on progress 
and outcomes.

1. Funding
As noted above, the OECD-DAC gender equality 
policy marker records aid activities around a 
three-point scoring system and notes whether the 
policy objective is to promote gender equality as a 
primary objective, significant objective or whether 
gender equality was not targeted as an objective.20

While the gender marker is an imperfect metric, it is 
an immediately available one. Using the 
OECD-DAC marker, a recommended 100 percent 
of U.S. foreign assistance should have gender as a 
principal or significant objective, and of that foreign 
assistance, twenty percent must include gender 
equality as a primary goal. This is consistent with 
Sweden’s achievements under their feminist foreign 
policy,21 and with recommendations by feminist 
activists organizing to influence the Group of 7 (G7) 
in 2019.22

This mechanism needs significant improvements. 
There should be alignment between U.S. budget 
creation and reporting timelines and OECD-DAC 
timelines to ensure that U.S. commitments intended 
to promote gender equality are captured accurately. 
Currently, the Congressional Budget Justification 
(CBJ), which is “the annual presentation to the 
Congress that justifies the entire Foreign Opera-
tions Budget Request and reflects the continuing 
process to provide improved strategic focus, data 
quality”23 occurs early in the calendar year and is 
based on the U.S. government fiscal year, whereas 
the OECD-DAC timeline is not.

In addition to increased and more transparent 
funding for gender equality, the inclusion of groups 
and individuals typically excluded from decision 
making processes is pivotal. Grassroots and local 
organizations best-placed to do critical work to 
reduce gender inequality often lack the technical 
and financial resources to apply for U.S. govern-
ment funding. U.S. policy should balance grass-
roots and community inclusion with mitigating time 
and resource burdens on organizations expected to 
represent traditionally marginalized viewpoints. One 
model to consider in this effort is the recently-estab-
lished Equality Fund. 

Another shortcoming of this mechanism is that it is 
self-reported and there is no external validation or 
independent review confirming that donor-reported 

data is aligned to OECD guidelines for each gender 
policy marker. There should be an independent 
mechanism that tracks and validates self-reported 
data consistently across countries.

2. Reporting
Feminist policymaking must distinguish itself from 
business-as-usual both in its process and 
outcomes. Policymakers and implementers will 
need to clearly articulate those policies or condi-
tions that violet feminist principles (e.g., Tanzania’s 
banning of girls from school when they become 
pregnant). Decisions about what these circum-
stances are, and what U.S. policy reactions should 
be, must be made in consultation with local actors 
to avoid unintended consequences and should be 
transparently reported on to the public as a part of a 
regular reporting. The policy itself, as well as the 
reporting on it, should avoid the creation of new, 
siloed initiatives and explore how to streamline 
existing accountability processes.

We have limited evidence on the extent to which 
international conventions (e.g., the Convention on 
the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination 
Against Women or CEDAW) and other accountabili-
ty mechanisms have played a role in successfully 
narrowing gender gaps and improving the lives of 
women and girls. To date, Sweden’s reporting 
process on their Feminist Foreign Policy has been 
in the form of illustrative case studies rather than 
quantifiable data on outcomes across all levers of 
foreign policy. It is recommended that a U.S. policy 
take on a more robust framework for monitoring 
and evaluating outcomes, rather than outputs, and 
be made publicly available on a regular basis. 

With the understanding that complex social norm 
change takes time, reporting is still necessary to 
demonstrate incremental progress where the 
feminist foreign policy practices are having the 
greatest impact and where they are not. By making 
these actions more visible, greater progress against 
is more likely. In this respect, France’s policy is 
perhaps a good example: they have articulated 
actionable objectives and outcomes, indicators, key 
stakeholders, and an anticipated timeline for com-
pletion against five core areas. The United States 
should undertake a similar mechanism in their 
reporting, creating new, rather than repackaged, 
commitments that are specific, measurable, achiev-
able, relevant and time-bound (SMART).

The United States should also strive for a model of 

external validation, wherein independent research-
ers and civil society representatives examine the 
extent to which commitments have been met and 
report publicly on their findings.

VII. Conclusion

The above recommendations for the restructuring 
and reprioritization of U.S. foreign policy efforts to 
advance a feminist foreign policy on behalf of the 
United States should be viewed as a starting point. 
In the coming months, there will be a series of 
stakeholder consultations to further refine and 
augment this proposal, seeking the benefit of 
additional expertise. At the end of this process, a 
comprehensive proposal will be developed for 
harnessing the full power of U.S. foreign policy in a 
manner that prioritizes gender equality and environ-
mental integrity, enshrines the human rights of all, 
seeks to disrupt colonial, patriarchal and male-dom-
inated power structures and allocates significant 
resources, including research, to achieve that 
vision.

Annex - List of Acronyms and Definitions

Agency: An individual or group’s ability to make 
choices and to transform those choices into desired 
outcomes. Incorporating agency into policy requires 
contemplating issues of autonomy, choice, empow-
erment and meaningful engagement. A feminist 
lens on agency moves beyond seeing women as 
participants or beneficiaries; it means that women 
in all their diversity are experts on their own experi-
ence, agents of their own lives and actors in their 
community and society. 

Bodily autonomy: Achieving the highest standard 
of sexual and reproductive health and
rights is based on the fundamental human rights of 
all individuals to: have their bodily integrity, privacy 
and personal autonomy respected; freely define 
their own sexuality; decide whether and when to be 
sexually active; choose their sexual partners; have 
safe and pleasurable sexual experiences; decide 
whether, when and whom to marry; decide whether, 
when and by what means to have a child or 
children and how many children to have; and have 
access over their lifetimes to the information, 
resources, services and support necessary to 
achieve all the above, free from discrimination, 
coercion, exploitation and violence.

even as the policy is implemented. This 
“co-creation” process should not be a 
one-time event, but rather an iterative and 
reflective exercise that is progressively more 
inclusive over time.

● Adopt or expand gender policies in the White 
House and each agency responsible for 
implementing feminist foreign policy, includ-
ing mandatory gender analyses for all proj-
ects and programs. 

● Gender analyses should be standard prac-
tice in program implementation throughout 
the government, tailored for each agency.  
Gender policies should be both internally and 
externally facing, from personnel decisions to 
agency program interventions. Agencies 
include but are not limited to the Millennium 
Challenge Corporation (MCC), the Depart-
ment of State (State), Department of Defense 
(DOD), Department of Justice (DOJ), Depart-
ment of Agriculture (USDA), Peace Corps, 
the U.S. Agency for International Develop-
ment (USDAID) and the U.S. International 
Development Finance Corporation.  

● Articulate policy limitations: where implemen-
tation of U.S. foreign policy countervenes the 
principles of a feminist foreign policy, includ-
ing in cases of national security, the rationale 
must be publicly articulated. 

● Adopt a common accountability framework 
tracking desired goals, objectives, targets 
and outcomes of the U.S. feminist foreign 
policy as part of a transparent consultation 
process between the government and civil 
society, including but not limited to the public 
reporting of annual progress to promote 
gender equality through both internal opera-
tions and external foreign policy functions. 

V. Agency and/or “Lever”-Specific Recom-
mendations for U.S. Feminist Foreign 
Policy

1. Foreign Assistance 
U.S. foreign assistance helps tens of millions of 
people each year, often providing life-saving assis-
tance. As important as this aid is, it still accounts for 
a tiny slice of the U.S. federal budget, less than one 
percent.13 Of that, a smaller amount supports 
gender equality and inclusion. An infinitesimal 
amount finds its way to local, women-led and 
feminist organizations and grassroots gender 
equality movements—key indicators of the extent 

to which foreign assistance prioritizes gender 
equality. 

A U.S. feminist foreign policy would promote 
gender equality through (1) robust and transparent 
funding to promote gender equality in international 
development and humanitarian assistance; (2) 
gender analysis of all international development 
and humanitarian assistance activities; (3) consul-
tation with and direct investments in women-led 
and women’s rights organizations globally; (4) full 
funding for comprehensive sexual, reproductive 
health and rights programs; and (5) the removal of 
harmful conditio ns tied to U.S. foreign assistance.

One challenge with transparent funding is that most 
mechanisms for tracking foreign assistance are 
self-reported. How one donor government or 
specific development agency defines a project as 
impacting gender equality may differ from another. 
Dollars counted towards promoting gender equality 
may also count towards economic growth or educa-
tion, for example, which makes it difficult to track 
the exact amounts spent to increase gender equali-
ty. One of the most widely used mechanisms to 
track aid that is intended to promote gender equali-
ty is the OECD’s Development Assistance Commit-
tee (DAC) gender equality policy marker. This is a 
qualitative statistical tool that members use to 
report annually on whether an aid activity “principal-
ly” or “significantly” targets gender equality as a 
policy objective. Some private sector entities and 
philanthropies have also begun to monitor their 
activities with this tool.14 While it can be a good way 
to compare country investments against one anoth-
er, there is also the potential for inaccurate report-
ing, given that the current system lacks any form of 
external validation or independent review of donors’
self-reported data. In addition to the DAC recom-
mendations below, the accountability section which 
follows enumerates several other recommenda-
tions for reporting and prioritizing gender equality. 
These include support for women’s rights organiza-
tions in the form of funding and greater transparen-
cy around how projects and programs mainstream 
and/or prioritize gender. Where OECD DAC recom-
mendations are made, below, it is because that is 
currently the best form of tracking and implement-
ing these requests most immediately and before a 
more robust and transparent mechanism can be 
created and utilized.
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Environmental integrity: the sustenance of 
biophysical processes that support all living organ-
isms, by protecting diversity, ecological functions 
and resilience of all ecosystems. 

Feminist foreign policy: Feminist foreign policy is 
the policy of a state that defines its interactions with 
other states, as well as movements and other 
non-state actors, in a manner that prioritizes gender 
equality and environmental integrity, enshrines the 
human rights of all, seeks to disrupt colonial, racist, 
patriarchal and male-dominated power structures 
and allocates significant resources, including 
research, to achieve that vision. Feminist foreign 
policy is coherent in its approach across all of its 
levers of influence, anchored by the exercise of 
those values at home and co-created with feminist 
activists, groups and movements, at home and 
abroad.

Intersectionality: The multiple aspects of identity 
that play out in people’s lives and experiences that 
can compound and exacerbate oppression. An 
intersectional approach in policy takes account the 
complex ways that multiple identities intersect and 
influence interests, participation and outcomes.an 
approach that takes into account and seeks to 
address the multiple and often intersecting forms of 
discrimination such as gender, race, age, class, 
socioeconomic status, physical or mental ability, 
gender or sexual identity, religion, or ethnicity.24

Sexual and reproductive health and rights: A 
state of physical, emotional, mental and social 
well-being in relation to all aspects of sexuality and 
reproduction, not merely the absence of disease, 
dysfunction, or infirmity. Therefore, a positive 
approach to sexuality and reproduction should 
recognize the part played by pleasurable sexual 
relationships, trust and communication in promoting 
self-esteem and overall well-being. All individuals 
have a right to make decisions governing their 
bodies and to access services that support that 
right.”25

Abbreviations: 
DAC: Development Assistance Committee of the 

OECD
DOD: U.S. Department of Defense 
DOJ: U.S. Department of Justice
LGBTQIA+: Lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, 

intersex, queer/questioning, intersex, asexual 
and many other terms, such as non-binary and 
pansexual.

OECD: Organisation for Economic Co-operation 
and Development

SRHR: Sexual and reproductive health and rights
USAID: U.S. Agency for International Development 
USDA: U.S. Department of Agriculture
WPS: Women, peace and security
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IV. Cross-Cutting Recommendations for
Implementation of Key Principles

There are five cross-cutting elements that are 
necessary to advance feminist foreign policy across 
the whole-of-government: (1) High level leadership 
with mandate to promote feminist foreign policy; (2) 
Commitment to gender parity, diversity and inclu-
sion both internally, among leadership and staff, 
and externally, co-created12 with feminists outside 
government; (3) Training and capacity-building to 
ensure robust implementation; (4) Gender analysis 
underlying all aspects of foreign policy; and (5) 
Adequate resourcing to ensure all of the above.

The full embrace of these elements would be a 
considerable departure from the status quo of how 
U.S. foreign policy is currently structured. As such, 
this discussion draft outlines two architectural 
models that might achieve this. Over the course of 
the ensuing consultations and outreach these 
proposals will be sharpened and adapted to inform 
the final proposal for a U.S. feminist foreign policy, 
to be published in early 2020. 

Potential Models of High-Level Leadership for 
Feminist Foreign Policy

1. Presidential Leadership and Mainstreaming
Throughout Current Structures
In this model, the President announces that the
United States will adopt a feminist foreign policy, to
be co-created and implemented in consultation with
feminists inside and outside of government, and
commits to ensure cohesion across all levers of
foreign policy using existing structures. Under this
approach, the executive branch adopts a coherent
and unified vision for feminist foreign policy, and
each agency articulates a series of commitments—
including staffing, budgetary, legislative affairs and
communications—to implement it. High-level
leadership and cohesion would likely spur more
meaningful action throughout the government and
ensure that the agenda is mainstreamed across all
relevant agencies as well as become a core priority
for White House offices, including public engage-
ment, legislative affairs and the National Security
Council (NSC).

2. New Structures: Creation of A Feminist Coun-
cil in the White House
Another model is the establishment of a new and
separate authority for the development, implemen-

tation, and reporting of a U.S. feminist foreign 
policy, potentially including a standalone body to 
guide and monitor implementation. This would 
include Secretaries of each agency as well as civil 
society leaders from the United States and around 
the world. The council would oversee a robust 
budget and would coordinate with relevant domes-
tic agencies as well. This council would have 
statutory authority as well as a public engagement 
function, centralizing engagement with gender 
issues and coordinating key high-level stakeholders 
across and outside of the government, including the 
NSC. The work of the White House Council on 
Women and Girls, which has traditionally had a 
more domestic than global focus, would be 
subsumed under the new Council as it would 
include an equal emphasis on a feminist approach 
to policy at home and abroad. The Council would 
coordinate efforts—from policy formulation to 
implementation and progress reporting--across 
agencies, elevating gender issues in the executive 
branch and integrating gender within White House 
structures. 

It is critical that such a structure have authority, 
funding and a mandate to meaningfully and trans-
parently engage with civil society. Otherwise, it runs 
the risk of separating gender from the places where 
power is concentrated and where key decisions are 
made, rather than integrating gender into the fabric 
of the government. The Council could also include 
members outside of government, particularly 
women and other marginalized groups from the 
Global South who would advise relevant agencies 
on of the outcomes, goals and objectives against 
which to be measured, which would be particularly 
important for ensuring foreign assistance is deliv-
ered in line with its intentions.

3. Additional Actions to Develop and Implement
Feminist Foreign Policy Across Government
In addition to one of the above structural models for
feminist foreign policy, the following actions should
be implemented across the whole-of-government.
Agency-specific recommendations follow in the
ensuing section.

● Achieve gender parity in political appoint-
ments and diversity and intersectional repre-
sentation throughout all agencies and ranks
of government.

● Co-create  feminist foreign policy with femi-
nists inside and outside of the government,

I. Background

With the launch of Sweden’s Feminist Foreign 
Policy in 2014,1 Canada’s Feminist Foreign Assis-
tance Policy in 20172 and France’s Feminist 
Foreign Policy in 2019,3 a group of Washing-
ton-based foreign policy experts and advocates for 
global gender equality came together over the 
course of three days in August of 2019 to sketch out 
what such an effort might look like for the United 
States. The group's discussion built off of a 
research review of feminist foreign policy as 
expressed by other countries,4 as well as ideas 
surfaced from consultations with more than 100 
feminist activists from over 30 countries. The 
experts gathered discussed policy ideas in the 
following areas: diplomacy, defense, foreign assis-
tance and trade, as well as in the cross-cutting 
issue areas of climate change5 and sexual and 
reproductive health and rights.6 A final policy 
agenda will be refined through global consultations 
and input of additional experts and organizations, 
and will be published ahead of events marking the 
25th anniversary of the Fourth World Conference 
on Women in Beijing and resulting Declaration and 
Platform for Action.7 This document elucidates a 
vision for the highest standard of U.S. foreign policy 
that promotes gender equality, human rights, peace 
and environmental integrity. It includes a proposed 
definition, key principles and policy recommenda-
tions that will be expanded and refined over coming 
months.

II. Defining a Feminist Foreign Policy for the 
United States

A country’s foreign policy is a statement of its 
values and priorities. The implementation of foreign 
policy, across all of its various levers, is one demon-
stration of how a nation lives its values. Now more 
than ever, the United States needs a feminist 
approach—one that fundamentally alters the way 
the nation conducts itself, prioritizing the importance 
of diplomatic solutions, cooperating with allies and 
international institutions, embracing a progressive, 
inclusive and rights-based agenda, valuing the 
voices of the most marginalized and addressing 
racist, ableist, sexist, homophobic and transphobic 
and patriarchal and/or male-dominated systems of 
power. 

Foreign policy shapes how a government defines 

and prioritizes peace and security, structures trade, 
provides humanitarian aid and development assis-
tance and works with other nations and non-state 
actors. Coherence across all aspects of foreign 
policy is paramount for a feminist approach; so too 
should coherence extend across domestic and 
foreign policy, with both embracing the same femi-
nist values.

To clarify the goals of a feminist foreign policy and 
to promote coherence of a feminist approach 
across policy domains, the following draft definition 
is proposed: 

Feminist foreign policy is the policy of a state that 
defines its interactions with other states, as well as 
movements and other non-state actors, in a manner 
that prioritizes gender equality and environmental 
integrity, enshrines the human rights of all, seeks to 
disrupt colonial, racist, patriarchal and male-domi-
nated power structures, and allocates significant 
resources, including research, to achieve that 
vision. Feminist foreign policy is coherent in its 
approach across all of its levers of influence, 
anchored by the exercise of those values at home 
and co-created with feminist activists, groups and 
movements, at home and abroad.

Taking that as the guiding vision for feminist foreign 
policy, there are a number of key principles and 
policy recommendations that apply across the 
whole of the U.S. government. Following this, 
specific policy recommendations are made for each 
of the major levers of foreign policy—aid, trade, 
diplomacy and defense—as well as thematic priori-
ties that should be addressed within a U.S. feminist 
foreign policy. This is not yet a complete policy 
package; additional consultations and efforts will 
augment, refine and supplement this opening salvo 
over the course of ensuing months. However, it is a 
solid start.

III. Key Principles for U.S. Feminist Foreign 
Policy

Given the complicated legacy of U.S. global 
engagement as both a colony and colonizer, as well 
as its associated history of struggles for racial, 
gender and environmental integrity both at home 
and abroad, a number of key principles should 
underpin a U.S. feminist foreign policy.

First, human rights are women’s rights and wom-
en’s rights are human rights. U.S. foreign policy 
must respect the rights recognized by international 
and domestic law and should place itself on the 
side of those seeking to defend and expand the 
rights and freedoms of individuals and groups 
around the world. 

Second, U.S. policy should be representative, 
inclusive, responsive and accountable to stake-
holders. Foreign policy has traditionally been 
informed by patriarchal and discriminatory social 
norms and implemented through male-dominated 
institutions. A feminist approach demands gender 
parity in representation, as well as active commit-
ment to gender, racial and other forms of diversity, 
equity and inclusion. A U.S. government commit-
ment to diversity and inclusion should not exclu-
sively focus on rhetoric and internal processes, but 
also on the impact of its policies and public-private 
partnerships on diverse communities. As such, this 
principle includes a government-wide commitment 
to consultation with civil society and feminist move-
ments outside of government, including and espe-
cially in the Global South. 

Third, a feminist foreign policy should take an 
intersectional approach to feminism. This is an 
approach that takes into account and seeks to 
address the multiple and often intersecting forms of 
discrimination such as gender, race, age, class, 
socioeconomic status, physical or mental ability, 
gender or sexual identity, religion or ethnicity.8

Fourth, a feminist foreign policy should promote 
and protect bodily autonomy. Recognizing that the 
oppression of women and gender-nonconforming 
individuals has traditionally been expressed in the 
regulation and restriction of bodies and rights, a 
feminist approach would model its inverse, starting 
with the basic principle of bodily autonomy. A
feminist approach embraces sexual and reproduc-
tive health and rights, which according to the 
Guttmacher Institute is defined as: “A state of 
physical, emotional, mental and social well-being in 
relation to all aspects of sexuality and reproduction, 
not merely the absence of disease, dysfunction, or 
infirmity. Therefore, a positive approach to sexuality 
and reproduction should recognize the part played 
by pleasurable sexual relationships, trust and 
communication in promoting self-esteem and 
overall well-being. All individuals have a right to 
make decisions governing their bodies and to 

access services that support that right.”9 This 
approach should also enshrine bodily autonomy, 
which the Blueprint for Sexual and Reproductive 
Health, Rights and Justice defines as: “Achieving 
the highest standard of sexual and reproductive 
health and rights is based on the fundamental 
human rights of all individuals to: have their bodily 
integrity, privacy and personal autonomy respected; 
freely define their own sexuality; decide whether 
and when to be sexually active; choose their sexual 
partners; have safe and pleasurable sexual experi-
ences; decide whether, when and whom to marry; 
decide whether, when and by what means to have 
a child or children and how many children to have; 
and have access over their lifetimes to the informa-
tion, resources, services and support necessary to 
achieve all the above, free from discrimination, 
coercion, exploitation and violence.”

Fifth, environmental integrity. Here, environmental 
integrity is defined as the sustenance of biophysical 
processes that support all living organisms, by 
protecting diversity, ecological functions and resil-
ience of all ecosystems. Climate change erodes 
human freedoms and limits choice. However, the 
impacts of climate change are not felt equally. 
Climate change affects everyone, but women and 
men experience the impacts differently, and women 
are often disproportionately negatively affected. 
Women, compared to men, often have limited 
access to resources, more restricted rights, limited 
mobility and a muted voice in shaping decisions 
and influencing policy. Climate change can also 
impact security, particularly for those who are 
already most vulnerable in a society, often women, 
girls, gender minorities and LGBTQIA+ persons, 
those with disabilities and most especially those 
with intersecting marginalized identities. Threats 
related to the climate crisis generally viewed as a  
“threat multiplier- a phenomenon that can worsen 
or exacerbate other sources of instability and 
conflict, such as competition for natural resources 
and ethnic tensions.”10  By way of just one exam-
ple, following extreme climate-related flooding in 
Bangladesh, child marriage rates soared.11 All 
efforts to adapt to and mitigate climate change 
must include specific protections for and acknowl-
edgment of the harm to communities of color, 
indigenous peoples and other frontline and margin-
alized communities around the world, while seeking 
to address gender inequality.

Currently, U.S. foreign assistance has several 
contingencies, ranging from how goods and 
services are sourced and delivered to how trade 
agreements are shaped. These contingencies often 
make aid costlier to deliver and less effective 
overall. It is recommended that all limiting condi-
tions  on U.S. foreign assistance be removed, such 
as the prioritization of U.S. private sector entities 
and faith-based organizations through foreign 
assistance. In its current form, U.S. foreign policy 
exempts some U.S.-funded organizations from 
implementing U.S. policy. Other forms of contingen-
cies make it difficult to establish the trust required to 
implement services, reach key populations and 
otherwise directly engage with those USAID is most 
meant to serve. The removal of conditions on U.S. 
foreign assistance would make assistance dollars 
go farther.

Recommendations for all agencies providing 
foreign assistance including USAID, State, DOD, 
MCC, the Peace Corps, DOJ, USDA and the 
Department of Labor:

● Increase investments in gender equality as 
measured by the OECD-DAC, as well as 
direct support for women’s rights organiza-
tions. 

● Prioritize co-creation and local ownership of 
foreign aid, with local constituencies inform-
ing development programs from their incep-
tion through to evaluation, including participa-
tory approaches such as community score-
cards. 

● Allocate robust and transparent funding for 
gender equality in international development 
and humanitarian assistance, and throughout 
foreign assistance. This should include a floor 
of 20 percent of ODA for gender equality as a 
principal objective (OECD-DAC marker 2) 
and requiring gender analysis for all of U.S. 
foreign assistance programs (OECD-DAC 
marker 1 and 2 combined, gender equality as 
a principal or significant objective). 

● Substantially increase direct investments in 
women-led and women’s rights organiza-
tions. One mechanism that should be consid-
ered in this regard is Canada’s recent-
ly-launched Equality Fund, which supports 
women’s rights organizations and feminist 
movements by providing technical assis-
tance, financial resources and grounding that 
work in the priorities identified by local orga-

nizations and the movements leading change 
in their communities.15 Of particular interest is 
that the Fund itself ($300m CAD) is managed 
by feminist funders—including women’s 
funds and gender-lens investors—and not by 
Canada’s development agency.

● Repeal the expanded Mexico City Policy 
(also referred to as “Protecting Life in Global 
Health Assistance” by the current administra-
tion or the global gag rule by advocates) and 
ensure funding for sexual and reproductive 
health and comprehensive sexuality educa-
tion. This aligns with other actions raised 
during the August 2019 convening, including 
working with Congress to end the Helms 
Amendment (banning the use of federal 
funds for abortion as a family planning 
method) and National Security Presidential 
Directive 22 (which conflates human traffick-
ing and sex work), as well as the foreign 
policy proposals outlined in the Blueprint for 
Sexual and Reproductive Health, Rights and 
Justice.

[Placeholder for Feminist Humanitarian Aid]
The majority of the group discussion on feminist aid 
focused on development assistance, to the exclu-
sion of humanitarian assistance. This will be 
addressed after future consultation with humanitari-
an organizations such as the International Rescue 
Committee (which has recently launched a feminist 
approach to humanitarian aid).

2. Trade 
Trade is a necessary and vital component of a 
nation’s economic success and growth and a key 
part of their engagement with other nations. At 
various points in the nation’s history, trade has 
been used as a way to grow America’s power 
globally, to maintain world order, to encourage 
peace, reduce domestic debt and to combat autoc-
racy.

A U.S. feminist foreign policy would prioritize femi-
nist trade policy through the promotion of women’s 
rights and equitable and dignified labor practices up 
and down the value chain, as well as the reduction 
and mitigation of the harmful impacts of climate 
change associated with trade. Importantly, it would 
go beyond where other countries who have insert-
ed a gender chapter in trade agreements have 
gone, including women’s rights commitments in the 
binding sections of deals. 

A successful trade policy should be one that: (1) 
Refrains from trade deals that won't equally benefit 
women due to de jure discrimination (e.g., import-
ing goods from sectors that have legal restrictions 
on women's employment); (2) Prioritizes support of 
local actors —– e.g., trade unions or workers’ rights 
organizations — to engage in trade negotiations 
and raise complaints/violations; and (3) Set targets 
for public procurement from women-owned firms.

Mechanisms exist for analyzing gender impacts of 
trade  throughout the value chain, such as those 
developed for gender analysis in MCC  and World 
Bank projects, or a certification mechanism, such 
as EDGE. Such mechanisms could track the 
amount of trade dollars that go towards wom-
en-owned businesses and promoting women’s and 
gender equality in the value chain, giving a compet-
itive advantage to those private sector entities who 
are doing more to promote gender equality in order 
to foster private sector growth in this area.

Specific recommendations for trade policy and 
practices under a U.S. feminist foreign policy 
include:

● The development of new mechanisms to link 
gender equality to environmental and labor 
concerns in trade agreements. 

● Incorporating women’s human rights and 
gender equality in bilateral and multilateral 
trade agreements, specifically in the binding 
sections. This includes principles around 
debt and redress in how these objectives are 
met. 

● Re-engagement in the Paris Agreement, 
which articulates some of these principles in 
the preamble. The United States should go 
further than the Paris Agreement, however, 
to operationalize these principles. 

● Support for and investment in the United 
Nations Framework Convention on Climate 
Change (UNFCCC) gender action plan, 
including aims to enhance women's partici-
pation and leadership in national delegations 
and on boards and bodies of the Convention, 
as well as enhanced gender-responsive 
implementation of national climate plans and 
policies. The UNFCCC supports increased 
participation of women in climate negotia-
tions and also contains specific gender 
action plans which reports on boards and 
bodies, includes a senior gender advisor and 

gender team and requests for training. The 
United States should be aware of and 
engaged in improving trade negotiations in 
their national plans and tracked against 
gender and climate actions.  

● Working towards the goal of mobilizing jointly 
$100 billion per year by 2020, the United 
States should re-commit ambitious and 
fair-share contributions to the Green Climate 
Fund, ensuring gender-responsive financing. 

● All trade agreements should include a 
gender analysis as well as a strategy for 
energy democracy and emissions reduction 
and climate change mitigation. There should 
be a financial commitment that is 100 
percent gender-responsive. 

● Trade agreements should not enforce ideo-
logically-driven agendas, such as privatiza-
tion of government entities or dismantling of 
health, safety and labor protections. The 
harms of these measures usually fall most 
heavily on women, lower income and margin-
alized people and are rarely compensated 
directly or indirectly through improved job 
creation or income. 

3. Defense
In order to achieve the goal of a more peaceful and 
healthy planet, U.S. national security and defense 
operations must be transformed. U.S. military 
interventions should be a last resort after fully 
utilizing the many and powerful tools available 
within the foreign policy apparatus: diplomacy, aid 
and trade. Military action should be primarily 
defensive in nature and require a very high stan-
dard of need. Additionally, military action should 
only be undertaken with a full and democratic 
debate, due political process16 and full disclosure of 
rationale, analysis of implications and clear goals 
and milestones for intervention. Where military 
action is chosen, it should be carefully overseen 
and subject to sunset provisions aimed at prevent-
ing mission creep, civilian deaths and ongoing 
obligations to continued military operations. 

Furthermore, a more feminist military policy com-
mits to preventing and responding to gender-based 
violence in conflict and to meaningfully including 
women and those who face discrimination in 
security forces, peace negotiations and post-con-
flict rebuilding. It encourages a diversity of intelli-
gence sources, including women and other margin-
alized groups, to understand the true scope of 

security concerns and impacts of potential actions 
and design responses with those interests in mind. 

The body of international and U.S. law that has 
most directly sought to advance this approach to 
military action is U.N. Security Council Resolution 
1325 and ensuing, “sister” resolutions that have 
formed the women, peace and security (WPS) 
agenda. A radical resolution when it passed in 
2000, UNSCR 1325 sought to advance human 
security and the promotion of peace via specific 
protections for women’s safety in conflict settings 
and their meaningful involvement in peacekeeping 
and humanitarian response, peace processes and 
rebuilding post-conflict.17 The United States has 
sought to incorporate UNSCR 1325 into its foreign 
policy through the U.S. National Action Plan (NAP) 
on Women, Peace and Security, first launched in 
2011 and updated in 2016,18 and subsequently by 
the Women, Peace and Security Act of 2017 and 
mandated National Strategy on Women, Peace and 
Security of 2019.19 Taken together, these laws and 
policies give the defense community the doctrinal 
mandate to implement UNSCR 1325 as a core part 
of their work. Gender analyses across both internal 
and external defense operations and an explicit 
focus on expanding gender expertise through 
training and recruitment and the diversification of 
intelligence sources will go a long way in advancing 
the necessary transformation of the U.S. defense 
apparatus in line with various existing WPS policy 
frameworks.

Specific recommendations for defense efforts 
authorized under a U.S. feminist foreign policy 
include:

● Crafting a National Security Strategy (NSS) 
that reflects women’s and other marginalized 
and gendered experiences.

● Fully implementing U.S. commitments to the 
women, peace and security agenda. In order 
to ensure that the U.S. government upholds 
these commitments, Congress should not 
release funds to agencies who are not imple-
menting their obligations in this area.  

● Creating a new, high-level position, either 
reporting to the Secretary of Defense at DOD 
or reporting to the National Security Advisor 
at the NSC, that is charged with developing 
and overseeing implementation of a more 
feminist approach to defense as part of the 
U.S. feminist foreign policy.

● Ensuring equal opportunity to meet perfor-
mance standards for female and LGBTQIA+ 
servicemembers.

● Lifting the transgender servicemember ban.
● Retooling internal policies to ensure provision 

of child care and spousal support that does 
not assume a male service member and 
female “trailing” spouse, and a total redesign 
of promotion and retention policies to be 
predicated on the successful implementation 
of gender equitable work and increased and 
diverse recruitment and promotion

● Ensuring comprehensive coverage of and 
access to sexual and reproductive health 
services, including contraception and abor-
tion, for people serving in the military. 

● Designing and delivering meaningful and 
consistently implemented justice mechanisms 
for those within the military system, but also 
for those outside of the system but against 
whom acts of gender-based violence are 
committed by military personnel.

● Providing increased training on the women, 
peace and security agenda and its integration 
into military colleges and training. An intro-
duction to WPS should be part of basic 
training. Additionally, there should be an 
independent evaluation gender training 
program at DOD that includes recommenda-
tions for improvement that are acted upon. In 
order to ensure a gender lens is incorporated 
across the board and not siloed or marginal-
ized, each and every member of U.S. 
defense and military operations—including 
political appointees and contractors—should 
receive training in gender analysis. 

4. Diplomacy
The United States must foster increased collabora-
tion and cooperation among state and non-state 
actors. This includes supporting the institutions and 
mechanisms that facilitate cooperation and non-mil-
itary conflict resolution and peaceful competition, as 
well as mitigating the effects of climate change. A
new framework for diplomacy is necessary to 
implement a feminist foreign policy that is respon-
sive to these and other concerns and will require 
leadership by both Congress and all elements of 
U.S. diplomatic action. If the United States is to lead 
the world as a moral authority or rapporteur on 
human rights abuses, then it must lead by example, 
particularly with countries where women’s freedom 
and bodily autonomy is a concern. There are three 

areas for immediate and sustained action to 
advance feminist diplomacy in the United States: 
(1) internal State Department  staffing, training and 
operations; (2) bilateral and multilateral diplomatic 
efforts;  and (3) the design and delivery of foreign 
assistance funding and technical assistance.

Recommendations include:

● The appointment of a high-level representa-
tive tasked with oversight of the feminist 
approach to diplomacy, including all external 
and internal (HR) practices, and reporting 
directly to the Secretary of State.

● In order for the United States to have a 
feminist, collaborative, civilian-led diplomacy 
equal to the challenges faced, the decline in 
funding and staffing of the State Department 
must be reversed. A specific percentage or 
dollar amount of recommended funding for 
both improving internal staffing and training 
and to support programs that prioritize 
gender equity globally is forthcoming.

● The commitment of the State Department to 
achieving gender balance amongst all U.S. 
diplomatic personnel, including foreign 
service and civil service officers, political 
appointees, cabinet and high-level roles. 
Gender balance should not be the only 
measure of success: the diplomatic architec-
ture needs equal representation of women, 
yes, but especially women of color, trans 
women and other intersectional and margin-
alized identities at all levels and in all auspic-
es of diplomacy. 

● Mandatory training on gender, SRHR, 
anti-racism and implicit bias training in both 
early-career and ongoing professional devel-
opment. In the mandatory six-week training 
course that all foreign service officers (FSOs) 
undergo, known as the A100, advancing 
gender equality should be a key component. 
In addition to FSOs, anyone working with 
State Department funding should undergo 
the gender training, and all FSOs should 
participate in periodic and mandatory refresh-
er courses on gender and SRHR as a key 
part of professional development.

● An update to the State human resources 
policies to ensure that leave policies, includ-
ing family leave, child care, deployment 
options and policies, trailing spouses and 
more, build towards a more equitable and 

just workforce and encourage the promotion 
and retention of those who choose to 
become parents. Gender-based violence and 
workplace harassment should not be tolerat-
ed, and policies that allow abusers to move 
from one post to another once accused 
without facing consequences related to their 
employment and/or promotion should be 
abolished. 

● The elevation of the issue of gender equality 
in bilateral meetings and have consistent 
redlines that can be deployed in negotiations 
surrounding climate and other multilateral 
agreements.  

● The United States must acknowledge and 
codify inconsistencies with an acknowledge-
ment and procedure for why violating U.S. 
ideals to engage in diplomatic actions or 
negotiations that undermine feminist foreign 
policy goals and objectives. As part of this, 
the U.S. government should define terminolo-
gy, including SRHR and clearly articulate 
redlines and what is acceptable in multilateral 
negotiations and include an explicit process 
whereby the United States can remove itself 
from negotiations or agreements.

● The United States must also codify process-
es where there are inconsistencies between 
diplomacy and the overarching goals of a 
feminist foreign policy. This includes engage-
ment with countries that perpetuate human 
rights abuses and drawing redlines around 
where engagement is helpful to those whose 
rights are abused and where, even if it 
serves national interests, the United States 
cannot engage with such states. 

● Mandatory gender analyses in order to 
receive State Department funding and 
include transparent reporting and account-
ability measures against those metrics, this 
includes ex ante estimates and ex post 
reports. Further to that, guidance should be 
issued to Embassies on the status of women 
and prioritizing the status of women a metric 
for evaluating the growth of any country. 
Diplomatic tools like the State Department’s 
annual Country Reports on Human Rights 
Practices should include robust evidence on 
all aspects of women’s human rights, includ-
ing SRHR. These annual country reports are 
key documents for development, humanitari-
an and private sector actors who rely on the 
information they contain to make important 

decisions and investments. 
● The United States must hold itself to the 

same standards to which it holds other state 
actors, reporting on human rights practices 
and abuses as part of the annual country 
Human Rights Reports. This has been done 
in the past in Trafficking in Persons (TIP) 
reports. 

[Placeholder for Immigration]
The group discussion on feminist foreign policy 
raised immigration as a priority issue that would 
need to be addressed but those present lacked 
expertise in this area. Limited recommendations 
that emerged in the course of discussion included 
recognizing gender-based violence and reproduc-
tive coercion (including forced pregnancy) as 
eligibility criteria for individuals seeking asylum in 
the United States as well as law enforcement 
training on these types of claims and how to 
respond and the closure of private detention 
centers and ending of the family separation policy 
for those in detention as well as immigrants and 
asylum seekers. Additional insights will be captured 
in this area in ensuing consultations and a more 
robust chapter on immigration will appear in the 
final proposal released early next year.

VI. Accountability Mechanisms

Perhaps the greatest issue that has emerged from 
consultations to-date is the importance of account-
ability: ensuring that promises to advance a feminist 
approach are honored through full funding, the 
development of participatory approaches to policy 
formulation and implementation, the setting and 
reaching of specific, time-bound and measurable 
goals and through transparency. 

For the purposes of this paper, accountability of a 
feminist foreign policy includes: 1) A process of 
commitment-making, implementation and evalua-
tion that is evidence-based, transparent and inclu-
sive of individuals impacted by its practice; and 2) 
the generation of outcomes that do no harm and 
are desired by and beneficial to those impacted.

Structurally speaking, a U.S. feminist foreign policy 
must be accompanied by a robust mechanism by 
which to publicly track progress on implementation 
and hold promises to account. Two key factors 
within this are the allocation of sufficient funds for 
the full implementation of the policy, and a transpar-

ent and inclusive system of reporting on progress 
and outcomes.

1. Funding
As noted above, the OECD-DAC gender equality 
policy marker records aid activities around a 
three-point scoring system and notes whether the 
policy objective is to promote gender equality as a 
primary objective, significant objective or whether 
gender equality was not targeted as an objective.20

While the gender marker is an imperfect metric, it is 
an immediately available one. Using the 
OECD-DAC marker, a recommended 100 percent 
of U.S. foreign assistance should have gender as a 
principal or significant objective, and of that foreign 
assistance, twenty percent must include gender 
equality as a primary goal. This is consistent with 
Sweden’s achievements under their feminist foreign 
policy,21 and with recommendations by feminist 
activists organizing to influence the Group of 7 (G7) 
in 2019.22

This mechanism needs significant improvements. 
There should be alignment between U.S. budget 
creation and reporting timelines and OECD-DAC 
timelines to ensure that U.S. commitments intended 
to promote gender equality are captured accurately. 
Currently, the Congressional Budget Justification 
(CBJ), which is “the annual presentation to the 
Congress that justifies the entire Foreign Opera-
tions Budget Request and reflects the continuing 
process to provide improved strategic focus, data 
quality”23 occurs early in the calendar year and is 
based on the U.S. government fiscal year, whereas 
the OECD-DAC timeline is not.

In addition to increased and more transparent 
funding for gender equality, the inclusion of groups 
and individuals typically excluded from decision 
making processes is pivotal. Grassroots and local 
organizations best-placed to do critical work to 
reduce gender inequality often lack the technical 
and financial resources to apply for U.S. govern-
ment funding. U.S. policy should balance grass-
roots and community inclusion with mitigating time 
and resource burdens on organizations expected to 
represent traditionally marginalized viewpoints. One 
model to consider in this effort is the recently-estab-
lished Equality Fund. 

Another shortcoming of this mechanism is that it is 
self-reported and there is no external validation or 
independent review confirming that donor-reported 

data is aligned to OECD guidelines for each gender 
policy marker. There should be an independent 
mechanism that tracks and validates self-reported 
data consistently across countries.

2. Reporting
Feminist policymaking must distinguish itself from 
business-as-usual both in its process and 
outcomes. Policymakers and implementers will 
need to clearly articulate those policies or condi-
tions that violet feminist principles (e.g., Tanzania’s 
banning of girls from school when they become 
pregnant). Decisions about what these circum-
stances are, and what U.S. policy reactions should 
be, must be made in consultation with local actors 
to avoid unintended consequences and should be 
transparently reported on to the public as a part of a 
regular reporting. The policy itself, as well as the 
reporting on it, should avoid the creation of new, 
siloed initiatives and explore how to streamline 
existing accountability processes.

We have limited evidence on the extent to which 
international conventions (e.g., the Convention on 
the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination 
Against Women or CEDAW) and other accountabili-
ty mechanisms have played a role in successfully 
narrowing gender gaps and improving the lives of 
women and girls. To date, Sweden’s reporting 
process on their Feminist Foreign Policy has been 
in the form of illustrative case studies rather than 
quantifiable data on outcomes across all levers of 
foreign policy. It is recommended that a U.S. policy 
take on a more robust framework for monitoring 
and evaluating outcomes, rather than outputs, and 
be made publicly available on a regular basis. 

With the understanding that complex social norm 
change takes time, reporting is still necessary to 
demonstrate incremental progress where the 
feminist foreign policy practices are having the 
greatest impact and where they are not. By making 
these actions more visible, greater progress against 
is more likely. In this respect, France’s policy is 
perhaps a good example: they have articulated 
actionable objectives and outcomes, indicators, key 
stakeholders, and an anticipated timeline for com-
pletion against five core areas. The United States 
should undertake a similar mechanism in their 
reporting, creating new, rather than repackaged, 
commitments that are specific, measurable, achiev-
able, relevant and time-bound (SMART).

The United States should also strive for a model of 

external validation, wherein independent research-
ers and civil society representatives examine the 
extent to which commitments have been met and 
report publicly on their findings.

VII. Conclusion

The above recommendations for the restructuring 
and reprioritization of U.S. foreign policy efforts to 
advance a feminist foreign policy on behalf of the 
United States should be viewed as a starting point. 
In the coming months, there will be a series of 
stakeholder consultations to further refine and 
augment this proposal, seeking the benefit of 
additional expertise. At the end of this process, a 
comprehensive proposal will be developed for 
harnessing the full power of U.S. foreign policy in a 
manner that prioritizes gender equality and environ-
mental integrity, enshrines the human rights of all, 
seeks to disrupt colonial, patriarchal and male-dom-
inated power structures and allocates significant 
resources, including research, to achieve that 
vision.

Annex - List of Acronyms and Definitions

Agency: An individual or group’s ability to make 
choices and to transform those choices into desired 
outcomes. Incorporating agency into policy requires 
contemplating issues of autonomy, choice, empow-
erment and meaningful engagement. A feminist 
lens on agency moves beyond seeing women as 
participants or beneficiaries; it means that women 
in all their diversity are experts on their own experi-
ence, agents of their own lives and actors in their 
community and society. 

Bodily autonomy: Achieving the highest standard 
of sexual and reproductive health and
rights is based on the fundamental human rights of 
all individuals to: have their bodily integrity, privacy 
and personal autonomy respected; freely define 
their own sexuality; decide whether and when to be 
sexually active; choose their sexual partners; have 
safe and pleasurable sexual experiences; decide 
whether, when and whom to marry; decide whether, 
when and by what means to have a child or 
children and how many children to have; and have 
access over their lifetimes to the information, 
resources, services and support necessary to 
achieve all the above, free from discrimination, 
coercion, exploitation and violence.

even as the policy is implemented. This 
“co-creation” process should not be a 
one-time event, but rather an iterative and 
reflective exercise that is progressively more 
inclusive over time.

● Adopt or expand gender policies in the White 
House and each agency responsible for 
implementing feminist foreign policy, includ-
ing mandatory gender analyses for all proj-
ects and programs. 

● Gender analyses should be standard prac-
tice in program implementation throughout 
the government, tailored for each agency.  
Gender policies should be both internally and 
externally facing, from personnel decisions to 
agency program interventions. Agencies 
include but are not limited to the Millennium 
Challenge Corporation (MCC), the Depart-
ment of State (State), Department of Defense 
(DOD), Department of Justice (DOJ), Depart-
ment of Agriculture (USDA), Peace Corps, 
the U.S. Agency for International Develop-
ment (USDAID) and the U.S. International 
Development Finance Corporation.  

● Articulate policy limitations: where implemen-
tation of U.S. foreign policy countervenes the 
principles of a feminist foreign policy, includ-
ing in cases of national security, the rationale 
must be publicly articulated. 

● Adopt a common accountability framework 
tracking desired goals, objectives, targets 
and outcomes of the U.S. feminist foreign 
policy as part of a transparent consultation 
process between the government and civil 
society, including but not limited to the public 
reporting of annual progress to promote 
gender equality through both internal opera-
tions and external foreign policy functions. 

V. Agency and/or “Lever”-Specific Recom-
mendations for U.S. Feminist Foreign 
Policy

1. Foreign Assistance 
U.S. foreign assistance helps tens of millions of 
people each year, often providing life-saving assis-
tance. As important as this aid is, it still accounts for 
a tiny slice of the U.S. federal budget, less than one 
percent.13 Of that, a smaller amount supports 
gender equality and inclusion. An infinitesimal 
amount finds its way to local, women-led and 
feminist organizations and grassroots gender 
equality movements—key indicators of the extent 

to which foreign assistance prioritizes gender 
equality. 

A U.S. feminist foreign policy would promote 
gender equality through (1) robust and transparent 
funding to promote gender equality in international 
development and humanitarian assistance; (2) 
gender analysis of all international development 
and humanitarian assistance activities; (3) consul-
tation with and direct investments in women-led 
and women’s rights organizations globally; (4) full 
funding for comprehensive sexual, reproductive 
health and rights programs; and (5) the removal of 
harmful conditio ns tied to U.S. foreign assistance.

One challenge with transparent funding is that most 
mechanisms for tracking foreign assistance are 
self-reported. How one donor government or 
specific development agency defines a project as 
impacting gender equality may differ from another. 
Dollars counted towards promoting gender equality 
may also count towards economic growth or educa-
tion, for example, which makes it difficult to track 
the exact amounts spent to increase gender equali-
ty. One of the most widely used mechanisms to 
track aid that is intended to promote gender equali-
ty is the OECD’s Development Assistance Commit-
tee (DAC) gender equality policy marker. This is a 
qualitative statistical tool that members use to 
report annually on whether an aid activity “principal-
ly” or “significantly” targets gender equality as a 
policy objective. Some private sector entities and 
philanthropies have also begun to monitor their 
activities with this tool.14 While it can be a good way 
to compare country investments against one anoth-
er, there is also the potential for inaccurate report-
ing, given that the current system lacks any form of 
external validation or independent review of donors’
self-reported data. In addition to the DAC recom-
mendations below, the accountability section which 
follows enumerates several other recommenda-
tions for reporting and prioritizing gender equality. 
These include support for women’s rights organiza-
tions in the form of funding and greater transparen-
cy around how projects and programs mainstream 
and/or prioritize gender. Where OECD DAC recom-
mendations are made, below, it is because that is 
currently the best form of tracking and implement-
ing these requests most immediately and before a 
more robust and transparent mechanism can be 
created and utilized.
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Environmental integrity: the sustenance of 
biophysical processes that support all living organ-
isms, by protecting diversity, ecological functions 
and resilience of all ecosystems. 

Feminist foreign policy: Feminist foreign policy is 
the policy of a state that defines its interactions with 
other states, as well as movements and other 
non-state actors, in a manner that prioritizes gender 
equality and environmental integrity, enshrines the 
human rights of all, seeks to disrupt colonial, racist, 
patriarchal and male-dominated power structures 
and allocates significant resources, including 
research, to achieve that vision. Feminist foreign 
policy is coherent in its approach across all of its 
levers of influence, anchored by the exercise of 
those values at home and co-created with feminist 
activists, groups and movements, at home and 
abroad.

Intersectionality: The multiple aspects of identity 
that play out in people’s lives and experiences that 
can compound and exacerbate oppression. An 
intersectional approach in policy takes account the 
complex ways that multiple identities intersect and 
influence interests, participation and outcomes.an 
approach that takes into account and seeks to 
address the multiple and often intersecting forms of 
discrimination such as gender, race, age, class, 
socioeconomic status, physical or mental ability, 
gender or sexual identity, religion, or ethnicity.24

Sexual and reproductive health and rights: A 
state of physical, emotional, mental and social 
well-being in relation to all aspects of sexuality and 
reproduction, not merely the absence of disease, 
dysfunction, or infirmity. Therefore, a positive 
approach to sexuality and reproduction should 
recognize the part played by pleasurable sexual 
relationships, trust and communication in promoting 
self-esteem and overall well-being. All individuals 
have a right to make decisions governing their 
bodies and to access services that support that 
right.”25

Abbreviations: 
DAC: Development Assistance Committee of the 

OECD
DOD: U.S. Department of Defense 
DOJ: U.S. Department of Justice
LGBTQIA+: Lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, 

intersex, queer/questioning, intersex, asexual 
and many other terms, such as non-binary and 
pansexual.

OECD: Organisation for Economic Co-operation 
and Development

SRHR: Sexual and reproductive health and rights
USAID: U.S. Agency for International Development 
USDA: U.S. Department of Agriculture
WPS: Women, peace and security
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IV. Cross-Cutting Recommendations for 
Implementation of Key Principles

There are five cross-cutting elements that are 
necessary to advance feminist foreign policy across 
the whole-of-government: (1) High level leadership
with mandate to promote feminist foreign policy; (2) 
Commitment to gender parity, diversity and inclu-
sion both internally, among leadership and staff, 
and externally, co-created12 with feminists outside 
government; (3) Training and capacity-building to 
ensure robust implementation; (4) Gender analysis 
underlying all aspects of foreign policy; and (5) 
Adequate resourcing to ensure all of the above.

The full embrace of these elements would be a 
considerable departure from the status quo of how 
U.S. foreign policy is currently structured. As such, 
this discussion draft outlines two architectural 
models that might achieve this. Over the course of 
the ensuing consultations and outreach these 
proposals will be sharpened and adapted to inform 
the final proposal for a U.S. feminist foreign policy, 
to be published in early 2020. 

Potential Models of High-Level Leadership for 
Feminist Foreign Policy

1. Presidential Leadership and Mainstreaming 
Throughout Current Structures
In this model, the President announces that the 
United States will adopt a feminist foreign policy, to 
be co-created and implemented in consultation with 
feminists inside and outside of government, and 
commits to ensure cohesion across all levers of 
foreign policy using existing structures. Under this 
approach, the executive branch adopts a coherent 
and unified vision for feminist foreign policy, and 
each agency articulates a series of commitments— 
including staffing, budgetary, legislative affairs and 
communications—to implement it. High-level 
leadership and cohesion would likely spur more 
meaningful action throughout the government and 
ensure that the agenda is mainstreamed across all 
relevant agencies as well as become a core priority 
for White House offices, including public engage-
ment, legislative affairs and the National Security 
Council (NSC).

2. New Structures: Creation of A Feminist Coun-
cil in the White House
Another model is the establishment of a new and 
separate authority for the development, implemen-

tation, and reporting of a U.S. feminist foreign 
policy, potentially including a standalone body to 
guide and monitor implementation. This would 
include Secretaries of each agency as well as civil 
society leaders from the United States and around 
the world. The council would oversee a robust 
budget and would coordinate with relevant domes-
tic agencies as well. This council would have 
statutory authority as well as a public engagement 
function, centralizing engagement with gender 
issues and coordinating key high-level stakeholders 
across and outside of the government, including the 
NSC. The work of the White House Council on 
Women and Girls, which has traditionally had a 
more domestic than global focus, would be 
subsumed under the new Council as it would 
include an equal emphasis on a feminist approach 
to policy at home and abroad. The Council would 
coordinate efforts—from policy formulation to 
implementation and progress reporting--across 
agencies, elevating gender issues in the executive 
branch and integrating gender within White House 
structures. 

It is critical that such a structure have authority, 
funding and a mandate to meaningfully and trans-
parently engage with civil society. Otherwise, it runs 
the risk of separating gender from the places where 
power is concentrated and where key decisions are 
made, rather than integrating gender into the fabric 
of the government. The Council could also include 
members outside of government, particularly 
women and other marginalized groups from the 
Global South who would advise relevant agencies 
on of the outcomes, goals and objectives against 
which to be measured, which would be particularly 
important for ensuring foreign assistance is deliv-
ered in line with its intentions.

3. Additional Actions to Develop and Implement 
Feminist Foreign Policy Across Government
In addition to one of the above structural models for 
feminist foreign policy, the following actions should 
be implemented across the whole-of-government. 
Agency-specific recommendations follow in the 
ensuing section.

● Achieve gender parity in political appoint-
ments and diversity and intersectional repre-
sentation throughout all agencies and ranks 
of government.

● Co-create  feminist foreign policy with femi-
nists inside and outside of the government, 

I. Background

With the launch of Sweden’s Feminist Foreign 
Policy in 2014,1 Canada’s Feminist Foreign Assis-
tance Policy in 20172 and France’s Feminist 
Foreign Policy in 2019,3 a group of Washing-
ton-based foreign policy experts and advocates for 
global gender equality came together over the 
course of three days in August of 2019 to sketch out 
what such an effort might look like for the United 
States. The group's discussion built off of a 
research review of feminist foreign policy as 
expressed by other countries,4 as well as ideas 
surfaced from consultations with more than 100 
feminist activists from over 30 countries. The 
experts gathered discussed policy ideas in the 
following areas: diplomacy, defense, foreign assis-
tance and trade, as well as in the cross-cutting 
issue areas of climate change5 and sexual and 
reproductive health and rights.6 A final policy 
agenda will be refined through global consultations 
and input of additional experts and organizations, 
and will be published ahead of events marking the 
25th anniversary of the Fourth World Conference 
on Women in Beijing and resulting Declaration and 
Platform for Action.7 This document elucidates a 
vision for the highest standard of U.S. foreign policy 
that promotes gender equality, human rights, peace 
and environmental integrity. It includes a proposed 
definition, key principles and policy recommenda-
tions that will be expanded and refined over coming 
months.

II. Defining a Feminist Foreign Policy for the 
United States

A country’s foreign policy is a statement of its 
values and priorities. The implementation of foreign 
policy, across all of its various levers, is one demon-
stration of how a nation lives its values. Now more 
than ever, the United States needs a feminist 
approach—one that fundamentally alters the way 
the nation conducts itself, prioritizing the importance 
of diplomatic solutions, cooperating with allies and 
international institutions, embracing a progressive, 
inclusive and rights-based agenda, valuing the 
voices of the most marginalized and addressing 
racist, ableist, sexist, homophobic and transphobic 
and patriarchal and/or male-dominated systems of 
power. 

Foreign policy shapes how a government defines 

and prioritizes peace and security, structures trade, 
provides humanitarian aid and development assis-
tance and works with other nations and non-state 
actors. Coherence across all aspects of foreign 
policy is paramount for a feminist approach; so too 
should coherence extend across domestic and 
foreign policy, with both embracing the same femi-
nist values.

To clarify the goals of a feminist foreign policy and 
to promote coherence of a feminist approach 
across policy domains, the following draft definition 
is proposed: 

Feminist foreign policy is the policy of a state that 
defines its interactions with other states, as well as 
movements and other non-state actors, in a manner 
that prioritizes gender equality and environmental 
integrity, enshrines the human rights of all, seeks to 
disrupt colonial, racist, patriarchal and male-domi-
nated power structures, and allocates significant 
resources, including research, to achieve that 
vision. Feminist foreign policy is coherent in its 
approach across all of its levers of influence, 
anchored by the exercise of those values at home 
and co-created with feminist activists, groups and 
movements, at home and abroad.

Taking that as the guiding vision for feminist foreign 
policy, there are a number of key principles and 
policy recommendations that apply across the 
whole of the U.S. government. Following this, 
specific policy recommendations are made for each 
of the major levers of foreign policy—aid, trade, 
diplomacy and defense—as well as thematic priori-
ties that should be addressed within a U.S. feminist 
foreign policy. This is not yet a complete policy 
package; additional consultations and efforts will 
augment, refine and supplement this opening salvo 
over the course of ensuing months. However, it is a 
solid start.

III. Key Principles for U.S. Feminist Foreign 
Policy

Given the complicated legacy of U.S. global 
engagement as both a colony and colonizer, as well 
as its associated history of struggles for racial, 
gender and environmental integrity both at home 
and abroad, a number of key principles should 
underpin a U.S. feminist foreign policy.

First, human rights are women’s rights and wom-
en’s rights are human rights. U.S. foreign policy 
must respect the rights recognized by international 
and domestic law and should place itself on the 
side of those seeking to defend and expand the 
rights and freedoms of individuals and groups 
around the world. 

Second, U.S. policy should be representative, 
inclusive, responsive and accountable to stake-
holders. Foreign policy has traditionally been 
informed by patriarchal and discriminatory social 
norms and implemented through male-dominated 
institutions. A feminist approach demands gender 
parity in representation, as well as active commit-
ment to gender, racial and other forms of diversity, 
equity and inclusion. A U.S. government commit-
ment to diversity and inclusion should not exclu-
sively focus on rhetoric and internal processes, but 
also on the impact of its policies and public-private 
partnerships on diverse communities. As such, this 
principle includes a government-wide commitment 
to consultation with civil society and feminist move-
ments outside of government, including and espe-
cially in the Global South. 

Third, a feminist foreign policy should take an 
intersectional approach to feminism. This is an 
approach that takes into account and seeks to 
address the multiple and often intersecting forms of 
discrimination such as gender, race, age, class, 
socioeconomic status, physical or mental ability, 
gender or sexual identity, religion or ethnicity.8

Fourth, a feminist foreign policy should promote 
and protect bodily autonomy. Recognizing that the 
oppression of women and gender-nonconforming 
individuals has traditionally been expressed in the 
regulation and restriction of bodies and rights, a 
feminist approach would model its inverse, starting 
with the basic principle of bodily autonomy. A
feminist approach embraces sexual and reproduc-
tive health and rights, which according to the 
Guttmacher Institute is defined as: “A state of 
physical, emotional, mental and social well-being in 
relation to all aspects of sexuality and reproduction, 
not merely the absence of disease, dysfunction, or 
infirmity. Therefore, a positive approach to sexuality 
and reproduction should recognize the part played 
by pleasurable sexual relationships, trust and 
communication in promoting self-esteem and 
overall well-being. All individuals have a right to 
make decisions governing their bodies and to 

access services that support that right.”9 This 
approach should also enshrine bodily autonomy, 
which the Blueprint for Sexual and Reproductive 
Health, Rights and Justice defines as: “Achieving 
the highest standard of sexual and reproductive 
health and rights is based on the fundamental 
human rights of all individuals to: have their bodily 
integrity, privacy and personal autonomy respected; 
freely define their own sexuality; decide whether 
and when to be sexually active; choose their sexual 
partners; have safe and pleasurable sexual experi-
ences; decide whether, when and whom to marry; 
decide whether, when and by what means to have 
a child or children and how many children to have; 
and have access over their lifetimes to the informa-
tion, resources, services and support necessary to 
achieve all the above, free from discrimination, 
coercion, exploitation and violence.”

Fifth, environmental integrity. Here, environmental 
integrity is defined as the sustenance of biophysical 
processes that support all living organisms, by 
protecting diversity, ecological functions and resil-
ience of all ecosystems. Climate change erodes 
human freedoms and limits choice. However, the 
impacts of climate change are not felt equally. 
Climate change affects everyone, but women and 
men experience the impacts differently, and women 
are often disproportionately negatively affected. 
Women, compared to men, often have limited 
access to resources, more restricted rights, limited 
mobility and a muted voice in shaping decisions 
and influencing policy. Climate change can also 
impact security, particularly for those who are 
already most vulnerable in a society, often women, 
girls, gender minorities and LGBTQIA+ persons, 
those with disabilities and most especially those 
with intersecting marginalized identities. Threats 
related to the climate crisis generally viewed as a  
“threat multiplier- a phenomenon that can worsen 
or exacerbate other sources of instability and 
conflict, such as competition for natural resources 
and ethnic tensions.”10  By way of just one exam-
ple, following extreme climate-related flooding in 
Bangladesh, child marriage rates soared.11 All 
efforts to adapt to and mitigate climate change 
must include specific protections for and acknowl-
edgment of the harm to communities of color, 
indigenous peoples and other frontline and margin-
alized communities around the world, while seeking 
to address gender inequality.

Currently, U.S. foreign assistance has several 
contingencies, ranging from how goods and 
services are sourced and delivered to how trade 
agreements are shaped. These contingencies often 
make aid costlier to deliver and less effective 
overall. It is recommended that all limiting condi-
tions  on U.S. foreign assistance be removed, such 
as the prioritization of U.S. private sector entities 
and faith-based organizations through foreign 
assistance. In its current form, U.S. foreign policy 
exempts some U.S.-funded organizations from 
implementing U.S. policy. Other forms of contingen-
cies make it difficult to establish the trust required to 
implement services, reach key populations and 
otherwise directly engage with those USAID is most 
meant to serve. The removal of conditions on U.S. 
foreign assistance would make assistance dollars 
go farther.

Recommendations for all agencies providing 
foreign assistance including USAID, State, DOD, 
MCC, the Peace Corps, DOJ, USDA and the 
Department of Labor:

● Increase investments in gender equality as 
measured by the OECD-DAC, as well as 
direct support for women’s rights organiza-
tions. 

● Prioritize co-creation and local ownership of 
foreign aid, with local constituencies inform-
ing development programs from their incep-
tion through to evaluation, including participa-
tory approaches such as community score-
cards. 

● Allocate robust and transparent funding for 
gender equality in international development 
and humanitarian assistance, and throughout 
foreign assistance. This should include a floor 
of 20 percent of ODA for gender equality as a 
principal objective (OECD-DAC marker 2) 
and requiring gender analysis for all of U.S. 
foreign assistance programs (OECD-DAC 
marker 1 and 2 combined, gender equality as 
a principal or significant objective). 

● Substantially increase direct investments in 
women-led and women’s rights organiza-
tions. One mechanism that should be consid-
ered in this regard is Canada’s recent-
ly-launched Equality Fund, which supports 
women’s rights organizations and feminist 
movements by providing technical assis-
tance, financial resources and grounding that 
work in the priorities identified by local orga-

nizations and the movements leading change 
in their communities.15 Of particular interest is 
that the Fund itself ($300m CAD) is managed 
by feminist funders—including women’s 
funds and gender-lens investors—and not by 
Canada’s development agency.

● Repeal the expanded Mexico City Policy 
(also referred to as “Protecting Life in Global 
Health Assistance” by the current administra-
tion or the global gag rule by advocates) and 
ensure funding for sexual and reproductive 
health and comprehensive sexuality educa-
tion. This aligns with other actions raised 
during the August 2019 convening, including 
working with Congress to end the Helms 
Amendment (banning the use of federal 
funds for abortion as a family planning 
method) and National Security Presidential 
Directive 22 (which conflates human traffick-
ing and sex work), as well as the foreign 
policy proposals outlined in the Blueprint for 
Sexual and Reproductive Health, Rights and 
Justice.

[Placeholder for Feminist Humanitarian Aid]
The majority of the group discussion on feminist aid 
focused on development assistance, to the exclu-
sion of humanitarian assistance. This will be 
addressed after future consultation with humanitari-
an organizations such as the International Rescue 
Committee (which has recently launched a feminist 
approach to humanitarian aid).

2. Trade 
Trade is a necessary and vital component of a 
nation’s economic success and growth and a key 
part of their engagement with other nations. At 
various points in the nation’s history, trade has 
been used as a way to grow America’s power 
globally, to maintain world order, to encourage 
peace, reduce domestic debt and to combat autoc-
racy.

A U.S. feminist foreign policy would prioritize femi-
nist trade policy through the promotion of women’s 
rights and equitable and dignified labor practices up 
and down the value chain, as well as the reduction 
and mitigation of the harmful impacts of climate 
change associated with trade. Importantly, it would 
go beyond where other countries who have insert-
ed a gender chapter in trade agreements have 
gone, including women’s rights commitments in the 
binding sections of deals. 

A successful trade policy should be one that: (1) 
Refrains from trade deals that won't equally benefit 
women due to de jure discrimination (e.g., import-
ing goods from sectors that have legal restrictions 
on women's employment); (2) Prioritizes support of 
local actors —– e.g., trade unions or workers’ rights 
organizations — to engage in trade negotiations 
and raise complaints/violations; and (3) Set targets 
for public procurement from women-owned firms.

Mechanisms exist for analyzing gender impacts of 
trade  throughout the value chain, such as those 
developed for gender analysis in MCC  and World 
Bank projects, or a certification mechanism, such 
as EDGE. Such mechanisms could track the 
amount of trade dollars that go towards wom-
en-owned businesses and promoting women’s and 
gender equality in the value chain, giving a compet-
itive advantage to those private sector entities who 
are doing more to promote gender equality in order 
to foster private sector growth in this area.

Specific recommendations for trade policy and 
practices under a U.S. feminist foreign policy 
include:

● The development of new mechanisms to link 
gender equality to environmental and labor 
concerns in trade agreements. 

● Incorporating women’s human rights and 
gender equality in bilateral and multilateral 
trade agreements, specifically in the binding 
sections. This includes principles around 
debt and redress in how these objectives are 
met. 

● Re-engagement in the Paris Agreement, 
which articulates some of these principles in 
the preamble. The United States should go 
further than the Paris Agreement, however, 
to operationalize these principles. 

● Support for and investment in the United 
Nations Framework Convention on Climate 
Change (UNFCCC) gender action plan, 
including aims to enhance women's partici-
pation and leadership in national delegations 
and on boards and bodies of the Convention, 
as well as enhanced gender-responsive 
implementation of national climate plans and 
policies. The UNFCCC supports increased 
participation of women in climate negotia-
tions and also contains specific gender 
action plans which reports on boards and 
bodies, includes a senior gender advisor and 

gender team and requests for training. The 
United States should be aware of and 
engaged in improving trade negotiations in 
their national plans and tracked against 
gender and climate actions.  

● Working towards the goal of mobilizing jointly 
$100 billion per year by 2020, the United 
States should re-commit ambitious and 
fair-share contributions to the Green Climate 
Fund, ensuring gender-responsive financing. 

● All trade agreements should include a 
gender analysis as well as a strategy for 
energy democracy and emissions reduction 
and climate change mitigation. There should 
be a financial commitment that is 100 
percent gender-responsive. 

● Trade agreements should not enforce ideo-
logically-driven agendas, such as privatiza-
tion of government entities or dismantling of 
health, safety and labor protections. The 
harms of these measures usually fall most 
heavily on women, lower income and margin-
alized people and are rarely compensated 
directly or indirectly through improved job 
creation or income. 

3. Defense
In order to achieve the goal of a more peaceful and 
healthy planet, U.S. national security and defense 
operations must be transformed. U.S. military 
interventions should be a last resort after fully 
utilizing the many and powerful tools available 
within the foreign policy apparatus: diplomacy, aid 
and trade. Military action should be primarily 
defensive in nature and require a very high stan-
dard of need. Additionally, military action should 
only be undertaken with a full and democratic 
debate, due political process16 and full disclosure of 
rationale, analysis of implications and clear goals 
and milestones for intervention. Where military 
action is chosen, it should be carefully overseen 
and subject to sunset provisions aimed at prevent-
ing mission creep, civilian deaths and ongoing 
obligations to continued military operations. 

Furthermore, a more feminist military policy com-
mits to preventing and responding to gender-based 
violence in conflict and to meaningfully including 
women and those who face discrimination in 
security forces, peace negotiations and post-con-
flict rebuilding. It encourages a diversity of intelli-
gence sources, including women and other margin-
alized groups, to understand the true scope of 

security concerns and impacts of potential actions 
and design responses with those interests in mind. 

The body of international and U.S. law that has 
most directly sought to advance this approach to 
military action is U.N. Security Council Resolution 
1325 and ensuing, “sister” resolutions that have 
formed the women, peace and security (WPS) 
agenda. A radical resolution when it passed in 
2000, UNSCR 1325 sought to advance human 
security and the promotion of peace via specific 
protections for women’s safety in conflict settings 
and their meaningful involvement in peacekeeping 
and humanitarian response, peace processes and 
rebuilding post-conflict.17 The United States has 
sought to incorporate UNSCR 1325 into its foreign 
policy through the U.S. National Action Plan (NAP) 
on Women, Peace and Security, first launched in 
2011 and updated in 2016,18 and subsequently by 
the Women, Peace and Security Act of 2017 and 
mandated National Strategy on Women, Peace and 
Security of 2019.19 Taken together, these laws and 
policies give the defense community the doctrinal 
mandate to implement UNSCR 1325 as a core part 
of their work. Gender analyses across both internal 
and external defense operations and an explicit 
focus on expanding gender expertise through 
training and recruitment and the diversification of 
intelligence sources will go a long way in advancing 
the necessary transformation of the U.S. defense 
apparatus in line with various existing WPS policy 
frameworks.

Specific recommendations for defense efforts 
authorized under a U.S. feminist foreign policy 
include:

● Crafting a National Security Strategy (NSS) 
that reflects women’s and other marginalized 
and gendered experiences.

● Fully implementing U.S. commitments to the 
women, peace and security agenda. In order 
to ensure that the U.S. government upholds 
these commitments, Congress should not 
release funds to agencies who are not imple-
menting their obligations in this area.  

● Creating a new, high-level position, either 
reporting to the Secretary of Defense at DOD 
or reporting to the National Security Advisor 
at the NSC, that is charged with developing 
and overseeing implementation of a more 
feminist approach to defense as part of the 
U.S. feminist foreign policy.

● Ensuring equal opportunity to meet perfor-
mance standards for female and LGBTQIA+ 
servicemembers.

● Lifting the transgender servicemember ban.
● Retooling internal policies to ensure provision 

of child care and spousal support that does 
not assume a male service member and 
female “trailing” spouse, and a total redesign 
of promotion and retention policies to be 
predicated on the successful implementation 
of gender equitable work and increased and 
diverse recruitment and promotion

● Ensuring comprehensive coverage of and 
access to sexual and reproductive health 
services, including contraception and abor-
tion, for people serving in the military. 

● Designing and delivering meaningful and 
consistently implemented justice mechanisms 
for those within the military system, but also 
for those outside of the system but against 
whom acts of gender-based violence are 
committed by military personnel.

● Providing increased training on the women, 
peace and security agenda and its integration 
into military colleges and training. An intro-
duction to WPS should be part of basic 
training. Additionally, there should be an 
independent evaluation gender training 
program at DOD that includes recommenda-
tions for improvement that are acted upon. In 
order to ensure a gender lens is incorporated 
across the board and not siloed or marginal-
ized, each and every member of U.S. 
defense and military operations—including 
political appointees and contractors—should 
receive training in gender analysis. 

4. Diplomacy
The United States must foster increased collabora-
tion and cooperation among state and non-state 
actors. This includes supporting the institutions and 
mechanisms that facilitate cooperation and non-mil-
itary conflict resolution and peaceful competition, as 
well as mitigating the effects of climate change. A
new framework for diplomacy is necessary to 
implement a feminist foreign policy that is respon-
sive to these and other concerns and will require 
leadership by both Congress and all elements of 
U.S. diplomatic action. If the United States is to lead 
the world as a moral authority or rapporteur on 
human rights abuses, then it must lead by example, 
particularly with countries where women’s freedom 
and bodily autonomy is a concern. There are three 

areas for immediate and sustained action to 
advance feminist diplomacy in the United States: 
(1) internal State Department  staffing, training and 
operations; (2) bilateral and multilateral diplomatic 
efforts;  and (3) the design and delivery of foreign 
assistance funding and technical assistance.

Recommendations include:

● The appointment of a high-level representa-
tive tasked with oversight of the feminist 
approach to diplomacy, including all external 
and internal (HR) practices, and reporting 
directly to the Secretary of State.

● In order for the United States to have a 
feminist, collaborative, civilian-led diplomacy 
equal to the challenges faced, the decline in 
funding and staffing of the State Department 
must be reversed. A specific percentage or 
dollar amount of recommended funding for 
both improving internal staffing and training 
and to support programs that prioritize 
gender equity globally is forthcoming.

● The commitment of the State Department to 
achieving gender balance amongst all U.S. 
diplomatic personnel, including foreign 
service and civil service officers, political 
appointees, cabinet and high-level roles. 
Gender balance should not be the only 
measure of success: the diplomatic architec-
ture needs equal representation of women, 
yes, but especially women of color, trans 
women and other intersectional and margin-
alized identities at all levels and in all auspic-
es of diplomacy. 

● Mandatory training on gender, SRHR, 
anti-racism and implicit bias training in both 
early-career and ongoing professional devel-
opment. In the mandatory six-week training 
course that all foreign service officers (FSOs) 
undergo, known as the A100, advancing 
gender equality should be a key component. 
In addition to FSOs, anyone working with 
State Department funding should undergo 
the gender training, and all FSOs should 
participate in periodic and mandatory refresh-
er courses on gender and SRHR as a key 
part of professional development.

● An update to the State human resources 
policies to ensure that leave policies, includ-
ing family leave, child care, deployment 
options and policies, trailing spouses and 
more, build towards a more equitable and 

just workforce and encourage the promotion 
and retention of those who choose to 
become parents. Gender-based violence and 
workplace harassment should not be tolerat-
ed, and policies that allow abusers to move 
from one post to another once accused 
without facing consequences related to their 
employment and/or promotion should be 
abolished. 

● The elevation of the issue of gender equality 
in bilateral meetings and have consistent 
redlines that can be deployed in negotiations 
surrounding climate and other multilateral 
agreements.  

● The United States must acknowledge and 
codify inconsistencies with an acknowledge-
ment and procedure for why violating U.S. 
ideals to engage in diplomatic actions or 
negotiations that undermine feminist foreign 
policy goals and objectives. As part of this, 
the U.S. government should define terminolo-
gy, including SRHR and clearly articulate 
redlines and what is acceptable in multilateral 
negotiations and include an explicit process 
whereby the United States can remove itself 
from negotiations or agreements.

● The United States must also codify process-
es where there are inconsistencies between 
diplomacy and the overarching goals of a 
feminist foreign policy. This includes engage-
ment with countries that perpetuate human 
rights abuses and drawing redlines around 
where engagement is helpful to those whose 
rights are abused and where, even if it 
serves national interests, the United States 
cannot engage with such states. 

● Mandatory gender analyses in order to 
receive State Department funding and 
include transparent reporting and account-
ability measures against those metrics, this 
includes ex ante estimates and ex post 
reports. Further to that, guidance should be 
issued to Embassies on the status of women 
and prioritizing the status of women a metric 
for evaluating the growth of any country. 
Diplomatic tools like the State Department’s 
annual Country Reports on Human Rights 
Practices should include robust evidence on 
all aspects of women’s human rights, includ-
ing SRHR. These annual country reports are 
key documents for development, humanitari-
an and private sector actors who rely on the 
information they contain to make important 

decisions and investments. 
● The United States must hold itself to the 

same standards to which it holds other state 
actors, reporting on human rights practices 
and abuses as part of the annual country 
Human Rights Reports. This has been done 
in the past in Trafficking in Persons (TIP) 
reports. 

[Placeholder for Immigration]
The group discussion on feminist foreign policy 
raised immigration as a priority issue that would 
need to be addressed but those present lacked 
expertise in this area. Limited recommendations 
that emerged in the course of discussion included 
recognizing gender-based violence and reproduc-
tive coercion (including forced pregnancy) as 
eligibility criteria for individuals seeking asylum in 
the United States as well as law enforcement 
training on these types of claims and how to 
respond and the closure of private detention 
centers and ending of the family separation policy 
for those in detention as well as immigrants and 
asylum seekers. Additional insights will be captured 
in this area in ensuing consultations and a more 
robust chapter on immigration will appear in the 
final proposal released early next year.

VI. Accountability Mechanisms

Perhaps the greatest issue that has emerged from 
consultations to-date is the importance of account-
ability: ensuring that promises to advance a feminist 
approach are honored through full funding, the 
development of participatory approaches to policy 
formulation and implementation, the setting and 
reaching of specific, time-bound and measurable 
goals and through transparency. 

For the purposes of this paper, accountability of a 
feminist foreign policy includes: 1) A process of 
commitment-making, implementation and evalua-
tion that is evidence-based, transparent and inclu-
sive of individuals impacted by its practice; and 2) 
the generation of outcomes that do no harm and 
are desired by and beneficial to those impacted.

Structurally speaking, a U.S. feminist foreign policy 
must be accompanied by a robust mechanism by 
which to publicly track progress on implementation 
and hold promises to account. Two key factors 
within this are the allocation of sufficient funds for 
the full implementation of the policy, and a transpar-

ent and inclusive system of reporting on progress 
and outcomes.

1. Funding
As noted above, the OECD-DAC gender equality 
policy marker records aid activities around a 
three-point scoring system and notes whether the 
policy objective is to promote gender equality as a 
primary objective, significant objective or whether 
gender equality was not targeted as an objective.20

While the gender marker is an imperfect metric, it is 
an immediately available one. Using the 
OECD-DAC marker, a recommended 100 percent 
of U.S. foreign assistance should have gender as a 
principal or significant objective, and of that foreign 
assistance, twenty percent must include gender 
equality as a primary goal. This is consistent with 
Sweden’s achievements under their feminist foreign 
policy,21 and with recommendations by feminist 
activists organizing to influence the Group of 7 (G7) 
in 2019.22

This mechanism needs significant improvements. 
There should be alignment between U.S. budget 
creation and reporting timelines and OECD-DAC 
timelines to ensure that U.S. commitments intended 
to promote gender equality are captured accurately. 
Currently, the Congressional Budget Justification 
(CBJ), which is “the annual presentation to the 
Congress that justifies the entire Foreign Opera-
tions Budget Request and reflects the continuing 
process to provide improved strategic focus, data 
quality”23 occurs early in the calendar year and is 
based on the U.S. government fiscal year, whereas 
the OECD-DAC timeline is not.

In addition to increased and more transparent 
funding for gender equality, the inclusion of groups 
and individuals typically excluded from decision 
making processes is pivotal. Grassroots and local 
organizations best-placed to do critical work to 
reduce gender inequality often lack the technical 
and financial resources to apply for U.S. govern-
ment funding. U.S. policy should balance grass-
roots and community inclusion with mitigating time 
and resource burdens on organizations expected to 
represent traditionally marginalized viewpoints. One 
model to consider in this effort is the recently-estab-
lished Equality Fund. 

Another shortcoming of this mechanism is that it is 
self-reported and there is no external validation or 
independent review confirming that donor-reported 

data is aligned to OECD guidelines for each gender 
policy marker. There should be an independent 
mechanism that tracks and validates self-reported 
data consistently across countries.

2. Reporting
Feminist policymaking must distinguish itself from 
business-as-usual both in its process and 
outcomes. Policymakers and implementers will 
need to clearly articulate those policies or condi-
tions that violet feminist principles (e.g., Tanzania’s 
banning of girls from school when they become 
pregnant). Decisions about what these circum-
stances are, and what U.S. policy reactions should 
be, must be made in consultation with local actors 
to avoid unintended consequences and should be 
transparently reported on to the public as a part of a 
regular reporting. The policy itself, as well as the 
reporting on it, should avoid the creation of new, 
siloed initiatives and explore how to streamline 
existing accountability processes.

We have limited evidence on the extent to which 
international conventions (e.g., the Convention on 
the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination 
Against Women or CEDAW) and other accountabili-
ty mechanisms have played a role in successfully 
narrowing gender gaps and improving the lives of 
women and girls. To date, Sweden’s reporting 
process on their Feminist Foreign Policy has been 
in the form of illustrative case studies rather than 
quantifiable data on outcomes across all levers of 
foreign policy. It is recommended that a U.S. policy 
take on a more robust framework for monitoring 
and evaluating outcomes, rather than outputs, and 
be made publicly available on a regular basis. 

With the understanding that complex social norm 
change takes time, reporting is still necessary to 
demonstrate incremental progress where the 
feminist foreign policy practices are having the 
greatest impact and where they are not. By making 
these actions more visible, greater progress against 
is more likely. In this respect, France’s policy is 
perhaps a good example: they have articulated 
actionable objectives and outcomes, indicators, key 
stakeholders, and an anticipated timeline for com-
pletion against five core areas. The United States 
should undertake a similar mechanism in their 
reporting, creating new, rather than repackaged, 
commitments that are specific, measurable, achiev-
able, relevant and time-bound (SMART).

The United States should also strive for a model of 

external validation, wherein independent research-
ers and civil society representatives examine the 
extent to which commitments have been met and 
report publicly on their findings.

VII. Conclusion

The above recommendations for the restructuring 
and reprioritization of U.S. foreign policy efforts to 
advance a feminist foreign policy on behalf of the 
United States should be viewed as a starting point. 
In the coming months, there will be a series of 
stakeholder consultations to further refine and 
augment this proposal, seeking the benefit of 
additional expertise. At the end of this process, a 
comprehensive proposal will be developed for 
harnessing the full power of U.S. foreign policy in a 
manner that prioritizes gender equality and environ-
mental integrity, enshrines the human rights of all, 
seeks to disrupt colonial, patriarchal and male-dom-
inated power structures and allocates significant 
resources, including research, to achieve that 
vision.

Annex - List of Acronyms and Definitions

Agency: An individual or group’s ability to make 
choices and to transform those choices into desired 
outcomes. Incorporating agency into policy requires 
contemplating issues of autonomy, choice, empow-
erment and meaningful engagement. A feminist 
lens on agency moves beyond seeing women as 
participants or beneficiaries; it means that women 
in all their diversity are experts on their own experi-
ence, agents of their own lives and actors in their 
community and society. 

Bodily autonomy: Achieving the highest standard 
of sexual and reproductive health and
rights is based on the fundamental human rights of 
all individuals to: have their bodily integrity, privacy 
and personal autonomy respected; freely define 
their own sexuality; decide whether and when to be 
sexually active; choose their sexual partners; have 
safe and pleasurable sexual experiences; decide 
whether, when and whom to marry; decide whether, 
when and by what means to have a child or 
children and how many children to have; and have 
access over their lifetimes to the information, 
resources, services and support necessary to 
achieve all the above, free from discrimination, 
coercion, exploitation and violence.

even as the policy is implemented. This 
“co-creation” process should not be a 
one-time event, but rather an iterative and 
reflective exercise that is progressively more 
inclusive over time.

● Adopt or expand gender policies in the White
House and each agency responsible for
implementing feminist foreign policy, includ-
ing mandatory gender analyses for all proj-
ects and programs.

● Gender analyses should be standard prac-
tice in program implementation throughout
the government, tailored for each agency.
Gender policies should be both internally and
externally facing, from personnel decisions to
agency program interventions. Agencies
include but are not limited to the Millennium
Challenge Corporation (MCC), the Depart-
ment of State (State), Department of Defense
(DOD), Department of Justice (DOJ), Depart-
ment of Agriculture (USDA), Peace Corps,
the U.S. Agency for International Develop-
ment (USDAID) and the U.S. International
Development Finance Corporation.

● Articulate policy limitations: where implemen-
tation of U.S. foreign policy countervenes the
principles of a feminist foreign policy, includ-
ing in cases of national security, the rationale
must be publicly articulated.

● Adopt a common accountability framework
tracking desired goals, objectives, targets
and outcomes of the U.S. feminist foreign
policy as part of a transparent consultation
process between the government and civil
society, including but not limited to the public
reporting of annual progress to promote
gender equality through both internal opera-
tions and external foreign policy functions.

V. Agency and/or “Lever”-Specific Recom-
mendations for U.S. Feminist Foreign
Policy

1. Foreign Assistance
U.S. foreign assistance helps tens of millions of
people each year, often providing life-saving assis-
tance. As important as this aid is, it still accounts for
a tiny slice of the U.S. federal budget, less than one
percent.13 Of that, a smaller amount supports
gender equality and inclusion. An infinitesimal
amount finds its way to local, women-led and
feminist organizations and grassroots gender
equality movements—key indicators of the extent

to which foreign assistance prioritizes gender 
equality. 

A U.S. feminist foreign policy would promote 
gender equality through (1) robust and transparent 
funding to promote gender equality in international 
development and humanitarian assistance; (2) 
gender analysis of all international development 
and humanitarian assistance activities; (3) consul-
tation with and direct investments in women-led 
and women’s rights organizations globally; (4) full 
funding for comprehensive sexual, reproductive 
health and rights programs; and (5) the removal of 
harmful conditio ns tied to U.S. foreign assistance.

One challenge with transparent funding is that most 
mechanisms for tracking foreign assistance are 
self-reported. How one donor government or 
specific development agency defines a project as 
impacting gender equality may differ from another. 
Dollars counted towards promoting gender equality 
may also count towards economic growth or educa-
tion, for example, which makes it difficult to track 
the exact amounts spent to increase gender equali-
ty. One of the most widely used mechanisms to 
track aid that is intended to promote gender equali-
ty is the OECD’s Development Assistance Commit-
tee (DAC) gender equality policy marker. This is a 
qualitative statistical tool that members use to 
report annually on whether an aid activity “principal-
ly” or “significantly” targets gender equality as a 
policy objective. Some private sector entities and 
philanthropies have also begun to monitor their 
activities with this tool.14 While it can be a good way 
to compare country investments against one anoth-
er, there is also the potential for inaccurate report-
ing, given that the current system lacks any form of 
external validation or independent review of donors’ 
self-reported data. In addition to the DAC recom-
mendations below, the accountability section which 
follows enumerates several other recommenda-
tions for reporting and prioritizing gender equality. 
These include support for women’s rights organiza-
tions in the form of funding and greater transparen-
cy around how projects and programs mainstream 
and/or prioritize gender. Where OECD DAC recom-
mendations are made, below, it is because that is 
currently the best form of tracking and implement-
ing these requests most immediately and before a 
more robust and transparent mechanism can be 
created and utilized.
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Environmental integrity: the sustenance of 
biophysical processes that support all living organ-
isms, by protecting diversity, ecological functions 
and resilience of all ecosystems. 

Feminist foreign policy: Feminist foreign policy is 
the policy of a state that defines its interactions with 
other states, as well as movements and other 
non-state actors, in a manner that prioritizes gender 
equality and environmental integrity, enshrines the 
human rights of all, seeks to disrupt colonial, racist, 
patriarchal and male-dominated power structures 
and allocates significant resources, including 
research, to achieve that vision. Feminist foreign 
policy is coherent in its approach across all of its 
levers of influence, anchored by the exercise of 
those values at home and co-created with feminist 
activists, groups and movements, at home and 
abroad.

Intersectionality: The multiple aspects of identity 
that play out in people’s lives and experiences that 
can compound and exacerbate oppression. An 
intersectional approach in policy takes account the 
complex ways that multiple identities intersect and 
influence interests, participation and outcomes.an 
approach that takes into account and seeks to 
address the multiple and often intersecting forms of 
discrimination such as gender, race, age, class, 
socioeconomic status, physical or mental ability, 
gender or sexual identity, religion, or ethnicity.24

Sexual and reproductive health and rights: A 
state of physical, emotional, mental and social 
well-being in relation to all aspects of sexuality and 
reproduction, not merely the absence of disease, 
dysfunction, or infirmity. Therefore, a positive 
approach to sexuality and reproduction should 
recognize the part played by pleasurable sexual 
relationships, trust and communication in promoting 
self-esteem and overall well-being. All individuals 
have a right to make decisions governing their 
bodies and to access services that support that 
right.”25

Abbreviations: 
DAC: Development Assistance Committee of the 

OECD
DOD: U.S. Department of Defense 
DOJ: U.S. Department of Justice
LGBTQIA+: Lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, 

intersex, queer/questioning, intersex, asexual 
and many other terms, such as non-binary and 
pansexual.

OECD: Organisation for Economic Co-operation 
and Development

SRHR: Sexual and reproductive health and rights
USAID: U.S. Agency for International Development 
USDA: U.S. Department of Agriculture
WPS: Women, peace and security

References
1. Government of Sweden. (2018, August 23). Handbook: 
Sweden’s Feminist Foreign Policy. Retrieved September 19, 
2019 from 
https://www.government.se/reports/2018/08/handbook-sweden
s-feminist-foreign-policy/.

2. Government of Canada. (2017). Canada’s Feminist 
International Assistance Policy. Retrieved September 9, 2019 
from 
http://international.gc.ca/world-monde/issues_development-enj
eux_developpement/priorities-priorites/policy-politique.aspx?la
ng=eng.

3. Le Drian, J. and Schiappa, M. (2019). Feminist Foreign 
Policy. Retrieved September 9, 2019 from 
https://onu.delegfrance.org/Feminist-foreign-policy.

4. Clement, R., & Thompson, L. (2019). Is the Future of 
Foreign Policy Feminist? Journal Of Diplomacy and 
International Relations, XX(2), 76-94. Retrieved September 9, 
2019 from 
http://blogs.shu.edu/diplomacy/files/2019/08/Clement-and-Tho
mpson-Is-the-Future-of-Foreign-Policy-Feminist.pdf.

5. Principles – Feminist Agenda for a Green New Deal. (2019). 
Retrieved September 27, 2019, from 
http://feministgreennewdeal.com/principles/.

6. Blueprint for Sexual and Reproductive Health, Rights, and 
Justice. (2019). Retrieved September 27, 2019 from 
https://reproblueprint.org/.

7. United Nations Women. (2014). Beijing Declaration and 
Platform for Action Beijing+5 Political Declaration and 
Outcome. Retrieved September 9, 2019 from 
https://www.unwomen.org//media/headquarters/attachments/se
ctions/csw/pfa_e_final_web.pdf?la=en&vs=800.

8. What does intersectional feminism actually mean? | IWDA. 
(2018, May 11). Retrieved October 9, 2019, from 
https://iwda.org.au/what-does-intersectional-feminism-actually-
mean/.

9. Starrs, A. M., Ezeh, A. C., Barker, G., Basu, A., Bertrand, J. 
T., Blum, R., … Ashford, L. S. (2018, June 30). Accelerate 
progress—sexual and reproductive health and rights for all: 
report of the Guttmacher–Lancet Commission. The Lancet, Vol. 
391, pp. 2642–2692. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(18)30293-9.

10. Lieberman, B. (2019, July 23). A brief introduction to 
climate change and national security. Yale Climate 
Connections. Retrieved September 27, 2019, from 
https://www.yaleclimateconnections.org/2019/07/a-brief-introdu
ction-to-climate-change-and-national-security/.

11. Barr, H. (2015). Marry Before Your House is Swept Away: 
Child Marriage in Bangladesh. New York: Human Rights 
Watch.

12. To the greatest extent legally possible.

13. McBride, J. (2018, October 1). How Does the U.S. Spend 
Its Foreign Aid? Retrieved September 5, 2019, from 
https://www.cfr.org/backgrounder/how-does-us-spend-its-foreig
n-aid .

14. DAC gender equality policy marker - OECD. (n.d.). 
Retrieved September 27, 2019 from 
https://www.oecd.org/dac/gender-development/dac-gender-equ
ality-marker.htm.

15. Funding Feminist Futures. (n.d.). Retrieved September 5, 
2019, from https://equalityfund.ca/.

16. The Constitution reserves the power to make war to 
Congress.

17. UN Security Council Resolution 1325 | United Nations 
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization. (n.d.). 
Retrieved September 5, 2019 from 
http://www.unesco.org/new/en/social-and-human-sciences/the
mes/gender-equality/gender-peace-and-conflict/un-security-co
uncil-resolution-1325/.

18. United States Agency for International Development. (2016, 
August 23). National Action Plan on Women, Peace, and 
Security. Retrieved September 5, 2019 from 
https://www.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/documents/1868/Natio
nal%20Action%20Plan%20on%20Women%2C%20Peace%2C
%20and%20Security.pdf.

19. The White House. (June 2019). United States Strategy On 
Women, Peace, and Security. Retrieved September 5, 2019 
from 
https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/WPS
-Strategy-FINAL-PDF-6.11.19.pdf.

20. DAC gender equality policy marker - OECD. (n.d.). 
Retrieved September 27, 2019, from 
https://www.oecd.org/dac/gender-development/dac-gender-equ
ality-marker.htm.

21.Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development. 
(2018 July). Aid to gender equality and women’s 
empowerment. Retrieved September 7 from 
https://www.oecd.org/dac/gender-development/Aid-to-gender-o
verview-2018.pdf.

22. Chrisafis, A. (2019, August 25). G7 leaders told to scrap 
discriminatory gender laws from statute books. The Guardian. 
Retrieved September 7 from 
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2019/aug/25/g7-leaders-tol
d-to-scrap-discriminatory-gender-laws-from-statute-books .

23. Congressional Budget Justification | U.S. Agency for 
International Development. (2019, May 22). Retrieved October 
9, 2019 from 
https://www.usaid.gov/results-and-data/budget-spending/congr
essional-budget-justification.

24. What does intersectional feminism actually mean? | IWDA. 
(2018, May 11). Retrieved October 9, 2019, from 
https://iwda.org.au/what-does-intersectional-feminism-actually-
mean/.

25. Starrs, A. M., Ezeh, A. C., Barker, G., Basu, A., Bertrand, J. 
T., Blum, R., … Ashford, L. S. (2018, June 30). Accelerate 
progress—sexual and reproductive health and rights for all: 
report of the Guttmacher–Lancet Commission. The Lancet, Vol. 
391, pp. 2642–2692. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(18)30293-9.



IV. Cross-Cutting Recommendations for 
Implementation of Key Principles

There are five cross-cutting elements that are 
necessary to advance feminist foreign policy across 
the whole-of-government: (1) High level leadership
with mandate to promote feminist foreign policy; (2) 
Commitment to gender parity, diversity and inclu-
sion both internally, among leadership and staff, 
and externally, co-created12 with feminists outside 
government; (3) Training and capacity-building to 
ensure robust implementation; (4) Gender analysis 
underlying all aspects of foreign policy; and (5) 
Adequate resourcing to ensure all of the above.

The full embrace of these elements would be a 
considerable departure from the status quo of how 
U.S. foreign policy is currently structured. As such, 
this discussion draft outlines two architectural 
models that might achieve this. Over the course of 
the ensuing consultations and outreach these 
proposals will be sharpened and adapted to inform 
the final proposal for a U.S. feminist foreign policy, 
to be published in early 2020. 

Potential Models of High-Level Leadership for 
Feminist Foreign Policy

1. Presidential Leadership and Mainstreaming 
Throughout Current Structures
In this model, the President announces that the 
United States will adopt a feminist foreign policy, to 
be co-created and implemented in consultation with 
feminists inside and outside of government, and 
commits to ensure cohesion across all levers of 
foreign policy using existing structures. Under this 
approach, the executive branch adopts a coherent 
and unified vision for feminist foreign policy, and 
each agency articulates a series of commitments— 
including staffing, budgetary, legislative affairs and 
communications—to implement it. High-level 
leadership and cohesion would likely spur more 
meaningful action throughout the government and 
ensure that the agenda is mainstreamed across all 
relevant agencies as well as become a core priority 
for White House offices, including public engage-
ment, legislative affairs and the National Security 
Council (NSC).

2. New Structures: Creation of A Feminist Coun-
cil in the White House
Another model is the establishment of a new and 
separate authority for the development, implemen-

tation, and reporting of a U.S. feminist foreign 
policy, potentially including a standalone body to 
guide and monitor implementation. This would 
include Secretaries of each agency as well as civil 
society leaders from the United States and around 
the world. The council would oversee a robust 
budget and would coordinate with relevant domes-
tic agencies as well. This council would have 
statutory authority as well as a public engagement 
function, centralizing engagement with gender 
issues and coordinating key high-level stakeholders 
across and outside of the government, including the 
NSC. The work of the White House Council on 
Women and Girls, which has traditionally had a 
more domestic than global focus, would be 
subsumed under the new Council as it would 
include an equal emphasis on a feminist approach 
to policy at home and abroad. The Council would 
coordinate efforts—from policy formulation to 
implementation and progress reporting--across 
agencies, elevating gender issues in the executive 
branch and integrating gender within White House 
structures. 

It is critical that such a structure have authority, 
funding and a mandate to meaningfully and trans-
parently engage with civil society. Otherwise, it runs 
the risk of separating gender from the places where 
power is concentrated and where key decisions are 
made, rather than integrating gender into the fabric 
of the government. The Council could also include 
members outside of government, particularly 
women and other marginalized groups from the 
Global South who would advise relevant agencies 
on of the outcomes, goals and objectives against 
which to be measured, which would be particularly 
important for ensuring foreign assistance is deliv-
ered in line with its intentions.

3. Additional Actions to Develop and Implement 
Feminist Foreign Policy Across Government
In addition to one of the above structural models for 
feminist foreign policy, the following actions should 
be implemented across the whole-of-government. 
Agency-specific recommendations follow in the 
ensuing section.

● Achieve gender parity in political appoint-
ments and diversity and intersectional repre-
sentation throughout all agencies and ranks 
of government.

● Co-create  feminist foreign policy with femi-
nists inside and outside of the government, 

I. Background

With the launch of Sweden’s Feminist Foreign 
Policy in 2014,1 Canada’s Feminist Foreign Assis-
tance Policy in 20172 and France’s Feminist 
Foreign Policy in 2019,3 a group of Washing-
ton-based foreign policy experts and advocates for 
global gender equality came together over the 
course of three days in August of 2019 to sketch out 
what such an effort might look like for the United 
States. The group's discussion built off of a 
research review of feminist foreign policy as 
expressed by other countries,4 as well as ideas 
surfaced from consultations with more than 100 
feminist activists from over 30 countries. The 
experts gathered discussed policy ideas in the 
following areas: diplomacy, defense, foreign assis-
tance and trade, as well as in the cross-cutting 
issue areas of climate change5 and sexual and 
reproductive health and rights.6 A final policy 
agenda will be refined through global consultations 
and input of additional experts and organizations, 
and will be published ahead of events marking the 
25th anniversary of the Fourth World Conference 
on Women in Beijing and resulting Declaration and 
Platform for Action.7 This document elucidates a 
vision for the highest standard of U.S. foreign policy 
that promotes gender equality, human rights, peace 
and environmental integrity. It includes a proposed 
definition, key principles and policy recommenda-
tions that will be expanded and refined over coming 
months.

II. Defining a Feminist Foreign Policy for the 
United States

A country’s foreign policy is a statement of its 
values and priorities. The implementation of foreign 
policy, across all of its various levers, is one demon-
stration of how a nation lives its values. Now more 
than ever, the United States needs a feminist 
approach—one that fundamentally alters the way 
the nation conducts itself, prioritizing the importance 
of diplomatic solutions, cooperating with allies and 
international institutions, embracing a progressive, 
inclusive and rights-based agenda, valuing the 
voices of the most marginalized and addressing 
racist, ableist, sexist, homophobic and transphobic 
and patriarchal and/or male-dominated systems of 
power. 

Foreign policy shapes how a government defines 

and prioritizes peace and security, structures trade, 
provides humanitarian aid and development assis-
tance and works with other nations and non-state 
actors. Coherence across all aspects of foreign 
policy is paramount for a feminist approach; so too 
should coherence extend across domestic and 
foreign policy, with both embracing the same femi-
nist values.

To clarify the goals of a feminist foreign policy and 
to promote coherence of a feminist approach 
across policy domains, the following draft definition 
is proposed: 

Feminist foreign policy is the policy of a state that 
defines its interactions with other states, as well as 
movements and other non-state actors, in a manner 
that prioritizes gender equality and environmental 
integrity, enshrines the human rights of all, seeks to 
disrupt colonial, racist, patriarchal and male-domi-
nated power structures, and allocates significant 
resources, including research, to achieve that 
vision. Feminist foreign policy is coherent in its 
approach across all of its levers of influence, 
anchored by the exercise of those values at home 
and co-created with feminist activists, groups and 
movements, at home and abroad.

Taking that as the guiding vision for feminist foreign 
policy, there are a number of key principles and 
policy recommendations that apply across the 
whole of the U.S. government. Following this, 
specific policy recommendations are made for each 
of the major levers of foreign policy—aid, trade, 
diplomacy and defense—as well as thematic priori-
ties that should be addressed within a U.S. feminist 
foreign policy. This is not yet a complete policy 
package; additional consultations and efforts will 
augment, refine and supplement this opening salvo 
over the course of ensuing months. However, it is a 
solid start.

III. Key Principles for U.S. Feminist Foreign 
Policy

Given the complicated legacy of U.S. global 
engagement as both a colony and colonizer, as well 
as its associated history of struggles for racial, 
gender and environmental integrity both at home 
and abroad, a number of key principles should 
underpin a U.S. feminist foreign policy.

First, human rights are women’s rights and wom-
en’s rights are human rights. U.S. foreign policy 
must respect the rights recognized by international 
and domestic law and should place itself on the 
side of those seeking to defend and expand the 
rights and freedoms of individuals and groups 
around the world. 

Second, U.S. policy should be representative, 
inclusive, responsive and accountable to stake-
holders. Foreign policy has traditionally been 
informed by patriarchal and discriminatory social 
norms and implemented through male-dominated 
institutions. A feminist approach demands gender 
parity in representation, as well as active commit-
ment to gender, racial and other forms of diversity, 
equity and inclusion. A U.S. government commit-
ment to diversity and inclusion should not exclu-
sively focus on rhetoric and internal processes, but 
also on the impact of its policies and public-private 
partnerships on diverse communities. As such, this 
principle includes a government-wide commitment 
to consultation with civil society and feminist move-
ments outside of government, including and espe-
cially in the Global South. 

Third, a feminist foreign policy should take an 
intersectional approach to feminism. This is an 
approach that takes into account and seeks to 
address the multiple and often intersecting forms of 
discrimination such as gender, race, age, class, 
socioeconomic status, physical or mental ability, 
gender or sexual identity, religion or ethnicity.8

Fourth, a feminist foreign policy should promote 
and protect bodily autonomy. Recognizing that the 
oppression of women and gender-nonconforming 
individuals has traditionally been expressed in the 
regulation and restriction of bodies and rights, a 
feminist approach would model its inverse, starting 
with the basic principle of bodily autonomy. A
feminist approach embraces sexual and reproduc-
tive health and rights, which according to the 
Guttmacher Institute is defined as: “A state of 
physical, emotional, mental and social well-being in 
relation to all aspects of sexuality and reproduction, 
not merely the absence of disease, dysfunction, or 
infirmity. Therefore, a positive approach to sexuality 
and reproduction should recognize the part played 
by pleasurable sexual relationships, trust and 
communication in promoting self-esteem and 
overall well-being. All individuals have a right to 
make decisions governing their bodies and to 

access services that support that right.”9 This 
approach should also enshrine bodily autonomy, 
which the Blueprint for Sexual and Reproductive 
Health, Rights and Justice defines as: “Achieving 
the highest standard of sexual and reproductive 
health and rights is based on the fundamental 
human rights of all individuals to: have their bodily 
integrity, privacy and personal autonomy respected; 
freely define their own sexuality; decide whether 
and when to be sexually active; choose their sexual 
partners; have safe and pleasurable sexual experi-
ences; decide whether, when and whom to marry; 
decide whether, when and by what means to have 
a child or children and how many children to have; 
and have access over their lifetimes to the informa-
tion, resources, services and support necessary to 
achieve all the above, free from discrimination, 
coercion, exploitation and violence.”

Fifth, environmental integrity. Here, environmental 
integrity is defined as the sustenance of biophysical 
processes that support all living organisms, by 
protecting diversity, ecological functions and resil-
ience of all ecosystems. Climate change erodes 
human freedoms and limits choice. However, the 
impacts of climate change are not felt equally. 
Climate change affects everyone, but women and 
men experience the impacts differently, and women 
are often disproportionately negatively affected. 
Women, compared to men, often have limited 
access to resources, more restricted rights, limited 
mobility and a muted voice in shaping decisions 
and influencing policy. Climate change can also 
impact security, particularly for those who are 
already most vulnerable in a society, often women, 
girls, gender minorities and LGBTQIA+ persons, 
those with disabilities and most especially those 
with intersecting marginalized identities. Threats 
related to the climate crisis generally viewed as a  
“threat multiplier- a phenomenon that can worsen 
or exacerbate other sources of instability and 
conflict, such as competition for natural resources 
and ethnic tensions.”10  By way of just one exam-
ple, following extreme climate-related flooding in 
Bangladesh, child marriage rates soared.11 All 
efforts to adapt to and mitigate climate change 
must include specific protections for and acknowl-
edgment of the harm to communities of color, 
indigenous peoples and other frontline and margin-
alized communities around the world, while seeking 
to address gender inequality.

Currently, U.S. foreign assistance has several 
contingencies, ranging from how goods and 
services are sourced and delivered to how trade 
agreements are shaped. These contingencies often 
make aid costlier to deliver and less effective 
overall. It is recommended that all limiting condi-
tions  on U.S. foreign assistance be removed, such 
as the prioritization of U.S. private sector entities 
and faith-based organizations through foreign 
assistance. In its current form, U.S. foreign policy 
exempts some U.S.-funded organizations from 
implementing U.S. policy. Other forms of contingen-
cies make it difficult to establish the trust required to 
implement services, reach key populations and 
otherwise directly engage with those USAID is most 
meant to serve. The removal of conditions on U.S. 
foreign assistance would make assistance dollars 
go farther.

Recommendations for all agencies providing 
foreign assistance including USAID, State, DOD, 
MCC, the Peace Corps, DOJ, USDA and the 
Department of Labor:

● Increase investments in gender equality as
measured by the OECD-DAC, as well as
direct support for women’s rights organiza-
tions.

● Prioritize co-creation and local ownership of
foreign aid, with local constituencies inform-
ing development programs from their incep-
tion through to evaluation, including participa-
tory approaches such as community score-
cards.

● Allocate robust and transparent funding for
gender equality in international development
and humanitarian assistance, and throughout
foreign assistance. This should include a floor
of 20 percent of ODA for gender equality as a
principal objective (OECD-DAC marker 2)
and requiring gender analysis for all of U.S.
foreign assistance programs (OECD-DAC
marker 1 and 2 combined, gender equality as
a principal or significant objective).

● Substantially increase direct investments in
women-led and women’s rights organiza-
tions. One mechanism that should be consid-
ered in this regard is Canada’s recent-
ly-launched Equality Fund, which supports
women’s rights organizations and feminist
movements by providing technical assis-
tance, financial resources and grounding that
work in the priorities identified by local orga-

nizations and the movements leading change 
in their communities.15 Of particular interest is 
that the Fund itself ($300m CAD) is managed 
by feminist funders—including women’s 
funds and gender-lens investors—and not by 
Canada’s development agency.

● Repeal the expanded Mexico City Policy
(also referred to as “Protecting Life in Global
Health Assistance” by the current administra-
tion or the global gag rule by advocates) and
ensure funding for sexual and reproductive
health and comprehensive sexuality educa-
tion. This aligns with other actions raised
during the August 2019 convening, including
working with Congress to end the Helms
Amendment (banning the use of federal
funds for abortion as a family planning
method) and National Security Presidential
Directive 22 (which conflates human traffick-
ing and sex work), as well as the foreign
policy proposals outlined in the Blueprint for
Sexual and Reproductive Health, Rights and
Justice.

[Placeholder for Feminist Humanitarian Aid]
The majority of the group discussion on feminist aid 
focused on development assistance, to the exclu-
sion of humanitarian assistance. This will be 
addressed after future consultation with humanitari-
an organizations such as the International Rescue 
Committee (which has recently launched a feminist 
approach to humanitarian aid).

2. Trade
Trade is a necessary and vital component of a
nation’s economic success and growth and a key
part of their engagement with other nations. At
various points in the nation’s history, trade has
been used as a way to grow America’s power
globally, to maintain world order, to encourage
peace, reduce domestic debt and to combat autoc-
racy.

A U.S. feminist foreign policy would prioritize femi-
nist trade policy through the promotion of women’s 
rights and equitable and dignified labor practices up 
and down the value chain, as well as the reduction 
and mitigation of the harmful impacts of climate 
change associated with trade. Importantly, it would 
go beyond where other countries who have insert-
ed a gender chapter in trade agreements have 
gone, including women’s rights commitments in the 
binding sections of deals. 

A successful trade policy should be one that: (1) 
Refrains from trade deals that won't equally benefit 
women due to de jure discrimination (e.g., import-
ing goods from sectors that have legal restrictions 
on women's employment); (2) Prioritizes support of 
local actors —– e.g., trade unions or workers’ rights 
organizations — to engage in trade negotiations 
and raise complaints/violations; and (3) Set targets 
for public procurement from women-owned firms.

Mechanisms exist for analyzing gender impacts of 
trade  throughout the value chain, such as those 
developed for gender analysis in MCC  and World 
Bank projects, or a certification mechanism, such 
as EDGE. Such mechanisms could track the 
amount of trade dollars that go towards wom-
en-owned businesses and promoting women’s and 
gender equality in the value chain, giving a compet-
itive advantage to those private sector entities who 
are doing more to promote gender equality in order 
to foster private sector growth in this area.

Specific recommendations for trade policy and 
practices under a U.S. feminist foreign policy 
include:

● The development of new mechanisms to link 
gender equality to environmental and labor 
concerns in trade agreements. 

● Incorporating women’s human rights and 
gender equality in bilateral and multilateral 
trade agreements, specifically in the binding 
sections. This includes principles around 
debt and redress in how these objectives are 
met. 

● Re-engagement in the Paris Agreement, 
which articulates some of these principles in 
the preamble. The United States should go 
further than the Paris Agreement, however, 
to operationalize these principles. 

● Support for and investment in the United 
Nations Framework Convention on Climate 
Change (UNFCCC) gender action plan, 
including aims to enhance women's partici-
pation and leadership in national delegations 
and on boards and bodies of the Convention, 
as well as enhanced gender-responsive 
implementation of national climate plans and 
policies. The UNFCCC supports increased 
participation of women in climate negotia-
tions and also contains specific gender 
action plans which reports on boards and 
bodies, includes a senior gender advisor and 

gender team and requests for training. The 
United States should be aware of and 
engaged in improving trade negotiations in 
their national plans and tracked against 
gender and climate actions.  

● Working towards the goal of mobilizing jointly 
$100 billion per year by 2020, the United 
States should re-commit ambitious and 
fair-share contributions to the Green Climate 
Fund, ensuring gender-responsive financing. 

● All trade agreements should include a 
gender analysis as well as a strategy for 
energy democracy and emissions reduction 
and climate change mitigation. There should 
be a financial commitment that is 100 
percent gender-responsive. 

● Trade agreements should not enforce ideo-
logically-driven agendas, such as privatiza-
tion of government entities or dismantling of 
health, safety and labor protections. The 
harms of these measures usually fall most 
heavily on women, lower income and margin-
alized people and are rarely compensated 
directly or indirectly through improved job 
creation or income. 

3. Defense
In order to achieve the goal of a more peaceful and 
healthy planet, U.S. national security and defense 
operations must be transformed. U.S. military 
interventions should be a last resort after fully 
utilizing the many and powerful tools available 
within the foreign policy apparatus: diplomacy, aid 
and trade. Military action should be primarily 
defensive in nature and require a very high stan-
dard of need. Additionally, military action should 
only be undertaken with a full and democratic 
debate, due political process16 and full disclosure of 
rationale, analysis of implications and clear goals 
and milestones for intervention. Where military 
action is chosen, it should be carefully overseen 
and subject to sunset provisions aimed at prevent-
ing mission creep, civilian deaths and ongoing 
obligations to continued military operations. 

Furthermore, a more feminist military policy com-
mits to preventing and responding to gender-based 
violence in conflict and to meaningfully including 
women and those who face discrimination in 
security forces, peace negotiations and post-con-
flict rebuilding. It encourages a diversity of intelli-
gence sources, including women and other margin-
alized groups, to understand the true scope of 

security concerns and impacts of potential actions 
and design responses with those interests in mind. 

The body of international and U.S. law that has 
most directly sought to advance this approach to 
military action is U.N. Security Council Resolution 
1325 and ensuing, “sister” resolutions that have 
formed the women, peace and security (WPS) 
agenda. A radical resolution when it passed in 
2000, UNSCR 1325 sought to advance human 
security and the promotion of peace via specific 
protections for women’s safety in conflict settings 
and their meaningful involvement in peacekeeping 
and humanitarian response, peace processes and 
rebuilding post-conflict.17 The United States has 
sought to incorporate UNSCR 1325 into its foreign 
policy through the U.S. National Action Plan (NAP) 
on Women, Peace and Security, first launched in 
2011 and updated in 2016,18 and subsequently by 
the Women, Peace and Security Act of 2017 and 
mandated National Strategy on Women, Peace and 
Security of 2019.19 Taken together, these laws and 
policies give the defense community the doctrinal 
mandate to implement UNSCR 1325 as a core part 
of their work. Gender analyses across both internal 
and external defense operations and an explicit 
focus on expanding gender expertise through 
training and recruitment and the diversification of 
intelligence sources will go a long way in advancing 
the necessary transformation of the U.S. defense 
apparatus in line with various existing WPS policy 
frameworks.

Specific recommendations for defense efforts 
authorized under a U.S. feminist foreign policy 
include:

● Crafting a National Security Strategy (NSS) 
that reflects women’s and other marginalized 
and gendered experiences.

● Fully implementing U.S. commitments to the 
women, peace and security agenda. In order 
to ensure that the U.S. government upholds 
these commitments, Congress should not 
release funds to agencies who are not imple-
menting their obligations in this area.  

● Creating a new, high-level position, either 
reporting to the Secretary of Defense at DOD 
or reporting to the National Security Advisor 
at the NSC, that is charged with developing 
and overseeing implementation of a more 
feminist approach to defense as part of the 
U.S. feminist foreign policy.

● Ensuring equal opportunity to meet perfor-
mance standards for female and LGBTQIA+ 
servicemembers.

● Lifting the transgender servicemember ban.
● Retooling internal policies to ensure provision 

of child care and spousal support that does 
not assume a male service member and 
female “trailing” spouse, and a total redesign 
of promotion and retention policies to be 
predicated on the successful implementation 
of gender equitable work and increased and 
diverse recruitment and promotion

● Ensuring comprehensive coverage of and 
access to sexual and reproductive health 
services, including contraception and abor-
tion, for people serving in the military. 

● Designing and delivering meaningful and 
consistently implemented justice mechanisms 
for those within the military system, but also 
for those outside of the system but against 
whom acts of gender-based violence are 
committed by military personnel.

● Providing increased training on the women, 
peace and security agenda and its integration 
into military colleges and training. An intro-
duction to WPS should be part of basic 
training. Additionally, there should be an 
independent evaluation gender training 
program at DOD that includes recommenda-
tions for improvement that are acted upon. In 
order to ensure a gender lens is incorporated 
across the board and not siloed or marginal-
ized, each and every member of U.S. 
defense and military operations—including 
political appointees and contractors—should 
receive training in gender analysis. 

4. Diplomacy
The United States must foster increased collabora-
tion and cooperation among state and non-state 
actors. This includes supporting the institutions and 
mechanisms that facilitate cooperation and non-mil-
itary conflict resolution and peaceful competition, as 
well as mitigating the effects of climate change. A
new framework for diplomacy is necessary to 
implement a feminist foreign policy that is respon-
sive to these and other concerns and will require 
leadership by both Congress and all elements of 
U.S. diplomatic action. If the United States is to lead 
the world as a moral authority or rapporteur on 
human rights abuses, then it must lead by example, 
particularly with countries where women’s freedom 
and bodily autonomy is a concern. There are three 

areas for immediate and sustained action to 
advance feminist diplomacy in the United States: 
(1) internal State Department  staffing, training and 
operations; (2) bilateral and multilateral diplomatic 
efforts;  and (3) the design and delivery of foreign 
assistance funding and technical assistance.

Recommendations include:

● The appointment of a high-level representa-
tive tasked with oversight of the feminist 
approach to diplomacy, including all external 
and internal (HR) practices, and reporting 
directly to the Secretary of State.

● In order for the United States to have a 
feminist, collaborative, civilian-led diplomacy 
equal to the challenges faced, the decline in 
funding and staffing of the State Department 
must be reversed. A specific percentage or 
dollar amount of recommended funding for 
both improving internal staffing and training 
and to support programs that prioritize 
gender equity globally is forthcoming.

● The commitment of the State Department to 
achieving gender balance amongst all U.S. 
diplomatic personnel, including foreign 
service and civil service officers, political 
appointees, cabinet and high-level roles. 
Gender balance should not be the only 
measure of success: the diplomatic architec-
ture needs equal representation of women, 
yes, but especially women of color, trans 
women and other intersectional and margin-
alized identities at all levels and in all auspic-
es of diplomacy. 

● Mandatory training on gender, SRHR, 
anti-racism and implicit bias training in both 
early-career and ongoing professional devel-
opment. In the mandatory six-week training 
course that all foreign service officers (FSOs) 
undergo, known as the A100, advancing 
gender equality should be a key component. 
In addition to FSOs, anyone working with 
State Department funding should undergo 
the gender training, and all FSOs should 
participate in periodic and mandatory refresh-
er courses on gender and SRHR as a key 
part of professional development.

● An update to the State human resources 
policies to ensure that leave policies, includ-
ing family leave, child care, deployment 
options and policies, trailing spouses and 
more, build towards a more equitable and 

just workforce and encourage the promotion 
and retention of those who choose to 
become parents. Gender-based violence and 
workplace harassment should not be tolerat-
ed, and policies that allow abusers to move 
from one post to another once accused 
without facing consequences related to their 
employment and/or promotion should be 
abolished. 

● The elevation of the issue of gender equality 
in bilateral meetings and have consistent 
redlines that can be deployed in negotiations 
surrounding climate and other multilateral 
agreements.  

● The United States must acknowledge and 
codify inconsistencies with an acknowledge-
ment and procedure for why violating U.S. 
ideals to engage in diplomatic actions or 
negotiations that undermine feminist foreign 
policy goals and objectives. As part of this, 
the U.S. government should define terminolo-
gy, including SRHR and clearly articulate 
redlines and what is acceptable in multilateral 
negotiations and include an explicit process 
whereby the United States can remove itself 
from negotiations or agreements.

● The United States must also codify process-
es where there are inconsistencies between 
diplomacy and the overarching goals of a 
feminist foreign policy. This includes engage-
ment with countries that perpetuate human 
rights abuses and drawing redlines around 
where engagement is helpful to those whose 
rights are abused and where, even if it 
serves national interests, the United States 
cannot engage with such states. 

● Mandatory gender analyses in order to 
receive State Department funding and 
include transparent reporting and account-
ability measures against those metrics, this 
includes ex ante estimates and ex post 
reports. Further to that, guidance should be 
issued to Embassies on the status of women 
and prioritizing the status of women a metric 
for evaluating the growth of any country. 
Diplomatic tools like the State Department’s 
annual Country Reports on Human Rights 
Practices should include robust evidence on 
all aspects of women’s human rights, includ-
ing SRHR. These annual country reports are 
key documents for development, humanitari-
an and private sector actors who rely on the 
information they contain to make important 

decisions and investments. 
● The United States must hold itself to the 

same standards to which it holds other state 
actors, reporting on human rights practices 
and abuses as part of the annual country 
Human Rights Reports. This has been done 
in the past in Trafficking in Persons (TIP) 
reports. 

[Placeholder for Immigration]
The group discussion on feminist foreign policy 
raised immigration as a priority issue that would 
need to be addressed but those present lacked 
expertise in this area. Limited recommendations 
that emerged in the course of discussion included 
recognizing gender-based violence and reproduc-
tive coercion (including forced pregnancy) as 
eligibility criteria for individuals seeking asylum in 
the United States as well as law enforcement 
training on these types of claims and how to 
respond and the closure of private detention 
centers and ending of the family separation policy 
for those in detention as well as immigrants and 
asylum seekers. Additional insights will be captured 
in this area in ensuing consultations and a more 
robust chapter on immigration will appear in the 
final proposal released early next year.

VI. Accountability Mechanisms

Perhaps the greatest issue that has emerged from 
consultations to-date is the importance of account-
ability: ensuring that promises to advance a feminist 
approach are honored through full funding, the 
development of participatory approaches to policy 
formulation and implementation, the setting and 
reaching of specific, time-bound and measurable 
goals and through transparency. 

For the purposes of this paper, accountability of a 
feminist foreign policy includes: 1) A process of 
commitment-making, implementation and evalua-
tion that is evidence-based, transparent and inclu-
sive of individuals impacted by its practice; and 2) 
the generation of outcomes that do no harm and 
are desired by and beneficial to those impacted.

Structurally speaking, a U.S. feminist foreign policy 
must be accompanied by a robust mechanism by 
which to publicly track progress on implementation 
and hold promises to account. Two key factors 
within this are the allocation of sufficient funds for 
the full implementation of the policy, and a transpar-

ent and inclusive system of reporting on progress 
and outcomes.

1. Funding
As noted above, the OECD-DAC gender equality 
policy marker records aid activities around a 
three-point scoring system and notes whether the 
policy objective is to promote gender equality as a 
primary objective, significant objective or whether 
gender equality was not targeted as an objective.20

While the gender marker is an imperfect metric, it is 
an immediately available one. Using the 
OECD-DAC marker, a recommended 100 percent 
of U.S. foreign assistance should have gender as a 
principal or significant objective, and of that foreign 
assistance, twenty percent must include gender 
equality as a primary goal. This is consistent with 
Sweden’s achievements under their feminist foreign 
policy,21 and with recommendations by feminist 
activists organizing to influence the Group of 7 (G7) 
in 2019.22

This mechanism needs significant improvements. 
There should be alignment between U.S. budget 
creation and reporting timelines and OECD-DAC 
timelines to ensure that U.S. commitments intended 
to promote gender equality are captured accurately. 
Currently, the Congressional Budget Justification 
(CBJ), which is “the annual presentation to the 
Congress that justifies the entire Foreign Opera-
tions Budget Request and reflects the continuing 
process to provide improved strategic focus, data 
quality”23 occurs early in the calendar year and is 
based on the U.S. government fiscal year, whereas 
the OECD-DAC timeline is not.

In addition to increased and more transparent 
funding for gender equality, the inclusion of groups 
and individuals typically excluded from decision 
making processes is pivotal. Grassroots and local 
organizations best-placed to do critical work to 
reduce gender inequality often lack the technical 
and financial resources to apply for U.S. govern-
ment funding. U.S. policy should balance grass-
roots and community inclusion with mitigating time 
and resource burdens on organizations expected to 
represent traditionally marginalized viewpoints. One 
model to consider in this effort is the recently-estab-
lished Equality Fund. 

Another shortcoming of this mechanism is that it is 
self-reported and there is no external validation or 
independent review confirming that donor-reported 

data is aligned to OECD guidelines for each gender 
policy marker. There should be an independent 
mechanism that tracks and validates self-reported 
data consistently across countries.

2. Reporting
Feminist policymaking must distinguish itself from 
business-as-usual both in its process and 
outcomes. Policymakers and implementers will 
need to clearly articulate those policies or condi-
tions that violet feminist principles (e.g., Tanzania’s 
banning of girls from school when they become 
pregnant). Decisions about what these circum-
stances are, and what U.S. policy reactions should 
be, must be made in consultation with local actors 
to avoid unintended consequences and should be 
transparently reported on to the public as a part of a 
regular reporting. The policy itself, as well as the 
reporting on it, should avoid the creation of new, 
siloed initiatives and explore how to streamline 
existing accountability processes.

We have limited evidence on the extent to which 
international conventions (e.g., the Convention on 
the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination 
Against Women or CEDAW) and other accountabili-
ty mechanisms have played a role in successfully 
narrowing gender gaps and improving the lives of 
women and girls. To date, Sweden’s reporting 
process on their Feminist Foreign Policy has been 
in the form of illustrative case studies rather than 
quantifiable data on outcomes across all levers of 
foreign policy. It is recommended that a U.S. policy 
take on a more robust framework for monitoring 
and evaluating outcomes, rather than outputs, and 
be made publicly available on a regular basis. 

With the understanding that complex social norm 
change takes time, reporting is still necessary to 
demonstrate incremental progress where the 
feminist foreign policy practices are having the 
greatest impact and where they are not. By making 
these actions more visible, greater progress against 
is more likely. In this respect, France’s policy is 
perhaps a good example: they have articulated 
actionable objectives and outcomes, indicators, key 
stakeholders, and an anticipated timeline for com-
pletion against five core areas. The United States 
should undertake a similar mechanism in their 
reporting, creating new, rather than repackaged, 
commitments that are specific, measurable, achiev-
able, relevant and time-bound (SMART).

The United States should also strive for a model of 

external validation, wherein independent research-
ers and civil society representatives examine the 
extent to which commitments have been met and 
report publicly on their findings.

VII. Conclusion

The above recommendations for the restructuring 
and reprioritization of U.S. foreign policy efforts to 
advance a feminist foreign policy on behalf of the 
United States should be viewed as a starting point. 
In the coming months, there will be a series of 
stakeholder consultations to further refine and 
augment this proposal, seeking the benefit of 
additional expertise. At the end of this process, a 
comprehensive proposal will be developed for 
harnessing the full power of U.S. foreign policy in a 
manner that prioritizes gender equality and environ-
mental integrity, enshrines the human rights of all, 
seeks to disrupt colonial, patriarchal and male-dom-
inated power structures and allocates significant 
resources, including research, to achieve that 
vision.

Annex - List of Acronyms and Definitions

Agency: An individual or group’s ability to make 
choices and to transform those choices into desired 
outcomes. Incorporating agency into policy requires 
contemplating issues of autonomy, choice, empow-
erment and meaningful engagement. A feminist 
lens on agency moves beyond seeing women as 
participants or beneficiaries; it means that women 
in all their diversity are experts on their own experi-
ence, agents of their own lives and actors in their 
community and society. 

Bodily autonomy: Achieving the highest standard 
of sexual and reproductive health and
rights is based on the fundamental human rights of 
all individuals to: have their bodily integrity, privacy 
and personal autonomy respected; freely define 
their own sexuality; decide whether and when to be 
sexually active; choose their sexual partners; have 
safe and pleasurable sexual experiences; decide 
whether, when and whom to marry; decide whether, 
when and by what means to have a child or 
children and how many children to have; and have 
access over their lifetimes to the information, 
resources, services and support necessary to 
achieve all the above, free from discrimination, 
coercion, exploitation and violence.

even as the policy is implemented. This 
“co-creation” process should not be a 
one-time event, but rather an iterative and 
reflective exercise that is progressively more 
inclusive over time.

● Adopt or expand gender policies in the White 
House and each agency responsible for 
implementing feminist foreign policy, includ-
ing mandatory gender analyses for all proj-
ects and programs. 

● Gender analyses should be standard prac-
tice in program implementation throughout 
the government, tailored for each agency.  
Gender policies should be both internally and 
externally facing, from personnel decisions to 
agency program interventions. Agencies 
include but are not limited to the Millennium 
Challenge Corporation (MCC), the Depart-
ment of State (State), Department of Defense 
(DOD), Department of Justice (DOJ), Depart-
ment of Agriculture (USDA), Peace Corps, 
the U.S. Agency for International Develop-
ment (USDAID) and the U.S. International 
Development Finance Corporation.  

● Articulate policy limitations: where implemen-
tation of U.S. foreign policy countervenes the 
principles of a feminist foreign policy, includ-
ing in cases of national security, the rationale 
must be publicly articulated. 

● Adopt a common accountability framework 
tracking desired goals, objectives, targets 
and outcomes of the U.S. feminist foreign 
policy as part of a transparent consultation 
process between the government and civil 
society, including but not limited to the public 
reporting of annual progress to promote 
gender equality through both internal opera-
tions and external foreign policy functions. 

V. Agency and/or “Lever”-Specific Recom-
mendations for U.S. Feminist Foreign 
Policy

1. Foreign Assistance 
U.S. foreign assistance helps tens of millions of 
people each year, often providing life-saving assis-
tance. As important as this aid is, it still accounts for 
a tiny slice of the U.S. federal budget, less than one 
percent.13 Of that, a smaller amount supports 
gender equality and inclusion. An infinitesimal 
amount finds its way to local, women-led and 
feminist organizations and grassroots gender 
equality movements—key indicators of the extent 

to which foreign assistance prioritizes gender 
equality. 

A U.S. feminist foreign policy would promote 
gender equality through (1) robust and transparent 
funding to promote gender equality in international 
development and humanitarian assistance; (2) 
gender analysis of all international development 
and humanitarian assistance activities; (3) consul-
tation with and direct investments in women-led 
and women’s rights organizations globally; (4) full 
funding for comprehensive sexual, reproductive 
health and rights programs; and (5) the removal of 
harmful conditio ns tied to U.S. foreign assistance.

One challenge with transparent funding is that most 
mechanisms for tracking foreign assistance are 
self-reported. How one donor government or 
specific development agency defines a project as 
impacting gender equality may differ from another. 
Dollars counted towards promoting gender equality 
may also count towards economic growth or educa-
tion, for example, which makes it difficult to track 
the exact amounts spent to increase gender equali-
ty. One of the most widely used mechanisms to 
track aid that is intended to promote gender equali-
ty is the OECD’s Development Assistance Commit-
tee (DAC) gender equality policy marker. This is a 
qualitative statistical tool that members use to 
report annually on whether an aid activity “principal-
ly” or “significantly” targets gender equality as a 
policy objective. Some private sector entities and 
philanthropies have also begun to monitor their 
activities with this tool.14 While it can be a good way 
to compare country investments against one anoth-
er, there is also the potential for inaccurate report-
ing, given that the current system lacks any form of 
external validation or independent review of donors’
self-reported data. In addition to the DAC recom-
mendations below, the accountability section which 
follows enumerates several other recommenda-
tions for reporting and prioritizing gender equality. 
These include support for women’s rights organiza-
tions in the form of funding and greater transparen-
cy around how projects and programs mainstream 
and/or prioritize gender. Where OECD DAC recom-
mendations are made, below, it is because that is 
currently the best form of tracking and implement-
ing these requests most immediately and before a 
more robust and transparent mechanism can be 
created and utilized.
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Environmental integrity: the sustenance of 
biophysical processes that support all living organ-
isms, by protecting diversity, ecological functions 
and resilience of all ecosystems. 

Feminist foreign policy: Feminist foreign policy is 
the policy of a state that defines its interactions with 
other states, as well as movements and other 
non-state actors, in a manner that prioritizes gender 
equality and environmental integrity, enshrines the 
human rights of all, seeks to disrupt colonial, racist, 
patriarchal and male-dominated power structures 
and allocates significant resources, including 
research, to achieve that vision. Feminist foreign 
policy is coherent in its approach across all of its 
levers of influence, anchored by the exercise of 
those values at home and co-created with feminist 
activists, groups and movements, at home and 
abroad.

Intersectionality: The multiple aspects of identity 
that play out in people’s lives and experiences that 
can compound and exacerbate oppression. An 
intersectional approach in policy takes account the 
complex ways that multiple identities intersect and 
influence interests, participation and outcomes.an 
approach that takes into account and seeks to 
address the multiple and often intersecting forms of 
discrimination such as gender, race, age, class, 
socioeconomic status, physical or mental ability, 
gender or sexual identity, religion, or ethnicity.24

Sexual and reproductive health and rights: A 
state of physical, emotional, mental and social 
well-being in relation to all aspects of sexuality and 
reproduction, not merely the absence of disease, 
dysfunction, or infirmity. Therefore, a positive 
approach to sexuality and reproduction should 
recognize the part played by pleasurable sexual 
relationships, trust and communication in promoting 
self-esteem and overall well-being. All individuals 
have a right to make decisions governing their 
bodies and to access services that support that 
right.”25

Abbreviations: 
DAC: Development Assistance Committee of the 

OECD
DOD: U.S. Department of Defense 
DOJ: U.S. Department of Justice
LGBTQIA+: Lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, 

intersex, queer/questioning, intersex, asexual 
and many other terms, such as non-binary and 
pansexual.

OECD: Organisation for Economic Co-operation 
and Development

SRHR: Sexual and reproductive health and rights
USAID: U.S. Agency for International Development 
USDA: U.S. Department of Agriculture
WPS: Women, peace and security
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IV. Cross-Cutting Recommendations for 
Implementation of Key Principles

There are five cross-cutting elements that are 
necessary to advance feminist foreign policy across 
the whole-of-government: (1) High level leadership
with mandate to promote feminist foreign policy; (2) 
Commitment to gender parity, diversity and inclu-
sion both internally, among leadership and staff, 
and externally, co-created12 with feminists outside 
government; (3) Training and capacity-building to 
ensure robust implementation; (4) Gender analysis 
underlying all aspects of foreign policy; and (5) 
Adequate resourcing to ensure all of the above.

The full embrace of these elements would be a 
considerable departure from the status quo of how 
U.S. foreign policy is currently structured. As such, 
this discussion draft outlines two architectural 
models that might achieve this. Over the course of 
the ensuing consultations and outreach these 
proposals will be sharpened and adapted to inform 
the final proposal for a U.S. feminist foreign policy, 
to be published in early 2020. 

Potential Models of High-Level Leadership for 
Feminist Foreign Policy

1. Presidential Leadership and Mainstreaming 
Throughout Current Structures
In this model, the President announces that the 
United States will adopt a feminist foreign policy, to 
be co-created and implemented in consultation with 
feminists inside and outside of government, and 
commits to ensure cohesion across all levers of 
foreign policy using existing structures. Under this 
approach, the executive branch adopts a coherent 
and unified vision for feminist foreign policy, and 
each agency articulates a series of commitments— 
including staffing, budgetary, legislative affairs and 
communications—to implement it. High-level 
leadership and cohesion would likely spur more 
meaningful action throughout the government and 
ensure that the agenda is mainstreamed across all 
relevant agencies as well as become a core priority 
for White House offices, including public engage-
ment, legislative affairs and the National Security 
Council (NSC).

2. New Structures: Creation of A Feminist Coun-
cil in the White House
Another model is the establishment of a new and 
separate authority for the development, implemen-

tation, and reporting of a U.S. feminist foreign 
policy, potentially including a standalone body to 
guide and monitor implementation. This would 
include Secretaries of each agency as well as civil 
society leaders from the United States and around 
the world. The council would oversee a robust 
budget and would coordinate with relevant domes-
tic agencies as well. This council would have 
statutory authority as well as a public engagement 
function, centralizing engagement with gender 
issues and coordinating key high-level stakeholders 
across and outside of the government, including the 
NSC. The work of the White House Council on 
Women and Girls, which has traditionally had a 
more domestic than global focus, would be 
subsumed under the new Council as it would 
include an equal emphasis on a feminist approach 
to policy at home and abroad. The Council would 
coordinate efforts—from policy formulation to 
implementation and progress reporting--across 
agencies, elevating gender issues in the executive 
branch and integrating gender within White House 
structures. 

It is critical that such a structure have authority, 
funding and a mandate to meaningfully and trans-
parently engage with civil society. Otherwise, it runs 
the risk of separating gender from the places where 
power is concentrated and where key decisions are 
made, rather than integrating gender into the fabric 
of the government. The Council could also include 
members outside of government, particularly 
women and other marginalized groups from the 
Global South who would advise relevant agencies 
on of the outcomes, goals and objectives against 
which to be measured, which would be particularly 
important for ensuring foreign assistance is deliv-
ered in line with its intentions.

3. Additional Actions to Develop and Implement 
Feminist Foreign Policy Across Government
In addition to one of the above structural models for 
feminist foreign policy, the following actions should 
be implemented across the whole-of-government. 
Agency-specific recommendations follow in the 
ensuing section.

● Achieve gender parity in political appoint-
ments and diversity and intersectional repre-
sentation throughout all agencies and ranks 
of government.

● Co-create  feminist foreign policy with femi-
nists inside and outside of the government, 

I. Background

With the launch of Sweden’s Feminist Foreign 
Policy in 2014,1 Canada’s Feminist Foreign Assis-
tance Policy in 20172 and France’s Feminist 
Foreign Policy in 2019,3 a group of Washing-
ton-based foreign policy experts and advocates for 
global gender equality came together over the 
course of three days in August of 2019 to sketch out 
what such an effort might look like for the United 
States. The group's discussion built off of a 
research review of feminist foreign policy as 
expressed by other countries,4 as well as ideas 
surfaced from consultations with more than 100 
feminist activists from over 30 countries. The 
experts gathered discussed policy ideas in the 
following areas: diplomacy, defense, foreign assis-
tance and trade, as well as in the cross-cutting 
issue areas of climate change5 and sexual and 
reproductive health and rights.6 A final policy 
agenda will be refined through global consultations 
and input of additional experts and organizations, 
and will be published ahead of events marking the 
25th anniversary of the Fourth World Conference 
on Women in Beijing and resulting Declaration and 
Platform for Action.7 This document elucidates a 
vision for the highest standard of U.S. foreign policy 
that promotes gender equality, human rights, peace 
and environmental integrity. It includes a proposed 
definition, key principles and policy recommenda-
tions that will be expanded and refined over coming 
months.

II. Defining a Feminist Foreign Policy for the 
United States

A country’s foreign policy is a statement of its 
values and priorities. The implementation of foreign 
policy, across all of its various levers, is one demon-
stration of how a nation lives its values. Now more 
than ever, the United States needs a feminist 
approach—one that fundamentally alters the way 
the nation conducts itself, prioritizing the importance 
of diplomatic solutions, cooperating with allies and 
international institutions, embracing a progressive, 
inclusive and rights-based agenda, valuing the 
voices of the most marginalized and addressing 
racist, ableist, sexist, homophobic and transphobic 
and patriarchal and/or male-dominated systems of 
power. 

Foreign policy shapes how a government defines 

and prioritizes peace and security, structures trade, 
provides humanitarian aid and development assis-
tance and works with other nations and non-state 
actors. Coherence across all aspects of foreign 
policy is paramount for a feminist approach; so too 
should coherence extend across domestic and 
foreign policy, with both embracing the same femi-
nist values.

To clarify the goals of a feminist foreign policy and 
to promote coherence of a feminist approach 
across policy domains, the following draft definition 
is proposed: 

Feminist foreign policy is the policy of a state that 
defines its interactions with other states, as well as 
movements and other non-state actors, in a manner 
that prioritizes gender equality and environmental 
integrity, enshrines the human rights of all, seeks to 
disrupt colonial, racist, patriarchal and male-domi-
nated power structures, and allocates significant 
resources, including research, to achieve that 
vision. Feminist foreign policy is coherent in its 
approach across all of its levers of influence, 
anchored by the exercise of those values at home 
and co-created with feminist activists, groups and 
movements, at home and abroad.

Taking that as the guiding vision for feminist foreign 
policy, there are a number of key principles and 
policy recommendations that apply across the 
whole of the U.S. government. Following this, 
specific policy recommendations are made for each 
of the major levers of foreign policy—aid, trade, 
diplomacy and defense—as well as thematic priori-
ties that should be addressed within a U.S. feminist 
foreign policy. This is not yet a complete policy 
package; additional consultations and efforts will 
augment, refine and supplement this opening salvo 
over the course of ensuing months. However, it is a 
solid start.

III. Key Principles for U.S. Feminist Foreign 
Policy

Given the complicated legacy of U.S. global 
engagement as both a colony and colonizer, as well 
as its associated history of struggles for racial, 
gender and environmental integrity both at home 
and abroad, a number of key principles should 
underpin a U.S. feminist foreign policy.

First, human rights are women’s rights and wom-
en’s rights are human rights. U.S. foreign policy 
must respect the rights recognized by international 
and domestic law and should place itself on the 
side of those seeking to defend and expand the 
rights and freedoms of individuals and groups 
around the world. 

Second, U.S. policy should be representative, 
inclusive, responsive and accountable to stake-
holders. Foreign policy has traditionally been 
informed by patriarchal and discriminatory social 
norms and implemented through male-dominated 
institutions. A feminist approach demands gender 
parity in representation, as well as active commit-
ment to gender, racial and other forms of diversity, 
equity and inclusion. A U.S. government commit-
ment to diversity and inclusion should not exclu-
sively focus on rhetoric and internal processes, but 
also on the impact of its policies and public-private 
partnerships on diverse communities. As such, this 
principle includes a government-wide commitment 
to consultation with civil society and feminist move-
ments outside of government, including and espe-
cially in the Global South. 

Third, a feminist foreign policy should take an 
intersectional approach to feminism. This is an 
approach that takes into account and seeks to 
address the multiple and often intersecting forms of 
discrimination such as gender, race, age, class, 
socioeconomic status, physical or mental ability, 
gender or sexual identity, religion or ethnicity.8

Fourth, a feminist foreign policy should promote 
and protect bodily autonomy. Recognizing that the 
oppression of women and gender-nonconforming 
individuals has traditionally been expressed in the 
regulation and restriction of bodies and rights, a 
feminist approach would model its inverse, starting 
with the basic principle of bodily autonomy. A
feminist approach embraces sexual and reproduc-
tive health and rights, which according to the 
Guttmacher Institute is defined as: “A state of 
physical, emotional, mental and social well-being in 
relation to all aspects of sexuality and reproduction, 
not merely the absence of disease, dysfunction, or 
infirmity. Therefore, a positive approach to sexuality 
and reproduction should recognize the part played 
by pleasurable sexual relationships, trust and 
communication in promoting self-esteem and 
overall well-being. All individuals have a right to 
make decisions governing their bodies and to 

access services that support that right.”9 This 
approach should also enshrine bodily autonomy, 
which the Blueprint for Sexual and Reproductive 
Health, Rights and Justice defines as: “Achieving 
the highest standard of sexual and reproductive 
health and rights is based on the fundamental 
human rights of all individuals to: have their bodily 
integrity, privacy and personal autonomy respected; 
freely define their own sexuality; decide whether 
and when to be sexually active; choose their sexual 
partners; have safe and pleasurable sexual experi-
ences; decide whether, when and whom to marry; 
decide whether, when and by what means to have 
a child or children and how many children to have; 
and have access over their lifetimes to the informa-
tion, resources, services and support necessary to 
achieve all the above, free from discrimination, 
coercion, exploitation and violence.”

Fifth, environmental integrity. Here, environmental 
integrity is defined as the sustenance of biophysical 
processes that support all living organisms, by 
protecting diversity, ecological functions and resil-
ience of all ecosystems. Climate change erodes 
human freedoms and limits choice. However, the 
impacts of climate change are not felt equally. 
Climate change affects everyone, but women and 
men experience the impacts differently, and women 
are often disproportionately negatively affected. 
Women, compared to men, often have limited 
access to resources, more restricted rights, limited 
mobility and a muted voice in shaping decisions 
and influencing policy. Climate change can also 
impact security, particularly for those who are 
already most vulnerable in a society, often women, 
girls, gender minorities and LGBTQIA+ persons, 
those with disabilities and most especially those 
with intersecting marginalized identities. Threats 
related to the climate crisis generally viewed as a  
“threat multiplier- a phenomenon that can worsen 
or exacerbate other sources of instability and 
conflict, such as competition for natural resources 
and ethnic tensions.”10  By way of just one exam-
ple, following extreme climate-related flooding in 
Bangladesh, child marriage rates soared.11 All 
efforts to adapt to and mitigate climate change 
must include specific protections for and acknowl-
edgment of the harm to communities of color, 
indigenous peoples and other frontline and margin-
alized communities around the world, while seeking 
to address gender inequality.

Currently, U.S. foreign assistance has several 
contingencies, ranging from how goods and 
services are sourced and delivered to how trade 
agreements are shaped. These contingencies often 
make aid costlier to deliver and less effective 
overall. It is recommended that all limiting condi-
tions  on U.S. foreign assistance be removed, such 
as the prioritization of U.S. private sector entities 
and faith-based organizations through foreign 
assistance. In its current form, U.S. foreign policy 
exempts some U.S.-funded organizations from 
implementing U.S. policy. Other forms of contingen-
cies make it difficult to establish the trust required to 
implement services, reach key populations and 
otherwise directly engage with those USAID is most 
meant to serve. The removal of conditions on U.S. 
foreign assistance would make assistance dollars 
go farther.

Recommendations for all agencies providing 
foreign assistance including USAID, State, DOD, 
MCC, the Peace Corps, DOJ, USDA and the 
Department of Labor:

● Increase investments in gender equality as 
measured by the OECD-DAC, as well as 
direct support for women’s rights organiza-
tions. 

● Prioritize co-creation and local ownership of 
foreign aid, with local constituencies inform-
ing development programs from their incep-
tion through to evaluation, including participa-
tory approaches such as community score-
cards. 

● Allocate robust and transparent funding for 
gender equality in international development 
and humanitarian assistance, and throughout 
foreign assistance. This should include a floor 
of 20 percent of ODA for gender equality as a 
principal objective (OECD-DAC marker 2) 
and requiring gender analysis for all of U.S. 
foreign assistance programs (OECD-DAC 
marker 1 and 2 combined, gender equality as 
a principal or significant objective). 

● Substantially increase direct investments in 
women-led and women’s rights organiza-
tions. One mechanism that should be consid-
ered in this regard is Canada’s recent-
ly-launched Equality Fund, which supports 
women’s rights organizations and feminist 
movements by providing technical assis-
tance, financial resources and grounding that 
work in the priorities identified by local orga-

nizations and the movements leading change 
in their communities.15 Of particular interest is 
that the Fund itself ($300m CAD) is managed 
by feminist funders—including women’s 
funds and gender-lens investors—and not by 
Canada’s development agency.

● Repeal the expanded Mexico City Policy 
(also referred to as “Protecting Life in Global 
Health Assistance” by the current administra-
tion or the global gag rule by advocates) and 
ensure funding for sexual and reproductive 
health and comprehensive sexuality educa-
tion. This aligns with other actions raised 
during the August 2019 convening, including 
working with Congress to end the Helms 
Amendment (banning the use of federal 
funds for abortion as a family planning 
method) and National Security Presidential 
Directive 22 (which conflates human traffick-
ing and sex work), as well as the foreign 
policy proposals outlined in the Blueprint for 
Sexual and Reproductive Health, Rights and 
Justice.

[Placeholder for Feminist Humanitarian Aid]
The majority of the group discussion on feminist aid 
focused on development assistance, to the exclu-
sion of humanitarian assistance. This will be 
addressed after future consultation with humanitari-
an organizations such as the International Rescue 
Committee (which has recently launched a feminist 
approach to humanitarian aid).

2. Trade 
Trade is a necessary and vital component of a 
nation’s economic success and growth and a key 
part of their engagement with other nations. At 
various points in the nation’s history, trade has 
been used as a way to grow America’s power 
globally, to maintain world order, to encourage 
peace, reduce domestic debt and to combat autoc-
racy.

A U.S. feminist foreign policy would prioritize femi-
nist trade policy through the promotion of women’s 
rights and equitable and dignified labor practices up 
and down the value chain, as well as the reduction 
and mitigation of the harmful impacts of climate 
change associated with trade. Importantly, it would 
go beyond where other countries who have insert-
ed a gender chapter in trade agreements have 
gone, including women’s rights commitments in the 
binding sections of deals. 

A successful trade policy should be one that: (1) 
Refrains from trade deals that won't equally benefit 
women due to de jure discrimination (e.g., import-
ing goods from sectors that have legal restrictions 
on women's employment); (2) Prioritizes support of 
local actors —– e.g., trade unions or workers’ rights 
organizations — to engage in trade negotiations 
and raise complaints/violations; and (3) Set targets 
for public procurement from women-owned firms.

Mechanisms exist for analyzing gender impacts of 
trade  throughout the value chain, such as those 
developed for gender analysis in MCC  and World 
Bank projects, or a certification mechanism, such 
as EDGE. Such mechanisms could track the 
amount of trade dollars that go towards wom-
en-owned businesses and promoting women’s and 
gender equality in the value chain, giving a compet-
itive advantage to those private sector entities who 
are doing more to promote gender equality in order 
to foster private sector growth in this area.

Specific recommendations for trade policy and 
practices under a U.S. feminist foreign policy 
include:

● The development of new mechanisms to link
gender equality to environmental and labor
concerns in trade agreements.

● Incorporating women’s human rights and
gender equality in bilateral and multilateral
trade agreements, specifically in the binding
sections. This includes principles around
debt and redress in how these objectives are
met.

● Re-engagement in the Paris Agreement,
which articulates some of these principles in
the preamble. The United States should go
further than the Paris Agreement, however,
to operationalize these principles.

● Support for and investment in the United
Nations Framework Convention on Climate
Change (UNFCCC) gender action plan,
including aims to enhance women's partici-
pation and leadership in national delegations
and on boards and bodies of the Convention,
as well as enhanced gender-responsive
implementation of national climate plans and
policies. The UNFCCC supports increased
participation of women in climate negotia-
tions and also contains specific gender
action plans which reports on boards and
bodies, includes a senior gender advisor and

gender team and requests for training. The 
United States should be aware of and 
engaged in improving trade negotiations in 
their national plans and tracked against 
gender and climate actions.  

● Working towards the goal of mobilizing jointly
$100 billion per year by 2020, the United
States should re-commit ambitious and
fair-share contributions to the Green Climate
Fund, ensuring gender-responsive financing.

● All trade agreements should include a
gender analysis as well as a strategy for
energy democracy and emissions reduction
and climate change mitigation. There should
be a financial commitment that is 100
percent gender-responsive.

● Trade agreements should not enforce ideo-
logically-driven agendas, such as privatiza-
tion of government entities or dismantling of
health, safety and labor protections. The
harms of these measures usually fall most
heavily on women, lower income and margin-
alized people and are rarely compensated
directly or indirectly through improved job
creation or income.

3. Defense
In order to achieve the goal of a more peaceful and
healthy planet, U.S. national security and defense
operations must be transformed. U.S. military
interventions should be a last resort after fully
utilizing the many and powerful tools available
within the foreign policy apparatus: diplomacy, aid
and trade. Military action should be primarily
defensive in nature and require a very high stan-
dard of need. Additionally, military action should
only be undertaken with a full and democratic
debate, due political process16 and full disclosure of
rationale, analysis of implications and clear goals
and milestones for intervention. Where military
action is chosen, it should be carefully overseen
and subject to sunset provisions aimed at prevent-
ing mission creep, civilian deaths and ongoing
obligations to continued military operations.

Furthermore, a more feminist military policy com-
mits to preventing and responding to gender-based 
violence in conflict and to meaningfully including 
women and those who face discrimination in 
security forces, peace negotiations and post-con-
flict rebuilding. It encourages a diversity of intelli-
gence sources, including women and other margin-
alized groups, to understand the true scope of 

security concerns and impacts of potential actions 
and design responses with those interests in mind. 

The body of international and U.S. law that has 
most directly sought to advance this approach to 
military action is U.N. Security Council Resolution 
1325 and ensuing, “sister” resolutions that have 
formed the women, peace and security (WPS) 
agenda. A radical resolution when it passed in 
2000, UNSCR 1325 sought to advance human 
security and the promotion of peace via specific 
protections for women’s safety in conflict settings 
and their meaningful involvement in peacekeeping 
and humanitarian response, peace processes and 
rebuilding post-conflict.17 The United States has 
sought to incorporate UNSCR 1325 into its foreign 
policy through the U.S. National Action Plan (NAP) 
on Women, Peace and Security, first launched in 
2011 and updated in 2016,18 and subsequently by 
the Women, Peace and Security Act of 2017 and 
mandated National Strategy on Women, Peace and 
Security of 2019.19 Taken together, these laws and 
policies give the defense community the doctrinal 
mandate to implement UNSCR 1325 as a core part 
of their work. Gender analyses across both internal 
and external defense operations and an explicit 
focus on expanding gender expertise through 
training and recruitment and the diversification of 
intelligence sources will go a long way in advancing 
the necessary transformation of the U.S. defense 
apparatus in line with various existing WPS policy 
frameworks.

Specific recommendations for defense efforts 
authorized under a U.S. feminist foreign policy 
include:

● Crafting a National Security Strategy (NSS) 
that reflects women’s and other marginalized 
and gendered experiences.

● Fully implementing U.S. commitments to the 
women, peace and security agenda. In order 
to ensure that the U.S. government upholds 
these commitments, Congress should not 
release funds to agencies who are not imple-
menting their obligations in this area.  

● Creating a new, high-level position, either 
reporting to the Secretary of Defense at DOD 
or reporting to the National Security Advisor 
at the NSC, that is charged with developing 
and overseeing implementation of a more 
feminist approach to defense as part of the 
U.S. feminist foreign policy.

● Ensuring equal opportunity to meet perfor-
mance standards for female and LGBTQIA+ 
servicemembers.

● Lifting the transgender servicemember ban.
● Retooling internal policies to ensure provision 

of child care and spousal support that does 
not assume a male service member and 
female “trailing” spouse, and a total redesign 
of promotion and retention policies to be 
predicated on the successful implementation 
of gender equitable work and increased and 
diverse recruitment and promotion

● Ensuring comprehensive coverage of and 
access to sexual and reproductive health 
services, including contraception and abor-
tion, for people serving in the military. 

● Designing and delivering meaningful and 
consistently implemented justice mechanisms 
for those within the military system, but also 
for those outside of the system but against 
whom acts of gender-based violence are 
committed by military personnel.

● Providing increased training on the women, 
peace and security agenda and its integration 
into military colleges and training. An intro-
duction to WPS should be part of basic 
training. Additionally, there should be an 
independent evaluation gender training 
program at DOD that includes recommenda-
tions for improvement that are acted upon. In 
order to ensure a gender lens is incorporated 
across the board and not siloed or marginal-
ized, each and every member of U.S. 
defense and military operations—including 
political appointees and contractors—should 
receive training in gender analysis. 

4. Diplomacy
The United States must foster increased collabora-
tion and cooperation among state and non-state 
actors. This includes supporting the institutions and 
mechanisms that facilitate cooperation and non-mil-
itary conflict resolution and peaceful competition, as 
well as mitigating the effects of climate change. A
new framework for diplomacy is necessary to 
implement a feminist foreign policy that is respon-
sive to these and other concerns and will require 
leadership by both Congress and all elements of 
U.S. diplomatic action. If the United States is to lead 
the world as a moral authority or rapporteur on 
human rights abuses, then it must lead by example, 
particularly with countries where women’s freedom 
and bodily autonomy is a concern. There are three 

areas for immediate and sustained action to 
advance feminist diplomacy in the United States: 
(1) internal State Department  staffing, training and 
operations; (2) bilateral and multilateral diplomatic 
efforts;  and (3) the design and delivery of foreign 
assistance funding and technical assistance.

Recommendations include:

● The appointment of a high-level representa-
tive tasked with oversight of the feminist 
approach to diplomacy, including all external 
and internal (HR) practices, and reporting 
directly to the Secretary of State.

● In order for the United States to have a 
feminist, collaborative, civilian-led diplomacy 
equal to the challenges faced, the decline in 
funding and staffing of the State Department 
must be reversed. A specific percentage or 
dollar amount of recommended funding for 
both improving internal staffing and training 
and to support programs that prioritize 
gender equity globally is forthcoming.

● The commitment of the State Department to 
achieving gender balance amongst all U.S. 
diplomatic personnel, including foreign 
service and civil service officers, political 
appointees, cabinet and high-level roles. 
Gender balance should not be the only 
measure of success: the diplomatic architec-
ture needs equal representation of women, 
yes, but especially women of color, trans 
women and other intersectional and margin-
alized identities at all levels and in all auspic-
es of diplomacy. 

● Mandatory training on gender, SRHR, 
anti-racism and implicit bias training in both 
early-career and ongoing professional devel-
opment. In the mandatory six-week training 
course that all foreign service officers (FSOs) 
undergo, known as the A100, advancing 
gender equality should be a key component. 
In addition to FSOs, anyone working with 
State Department funding should undergo 
the gender training, and all FSOs should 
participate in periodic and mandatory refresh-
er courses on gender and SRHR as a key 
part of professional development.

● An update to the State human resources 
policies to ensure that leave policies, includ-
ing family leave, child care, deployment 
options and policies, trailing spouses and 
more, build towards a more equitable and 

just workforce and encourage the promotion 
and retention of those who choose to 
become parents. Gender-based violence and 
workplace harassment should not be tolerat-
ed, and policies that allow abusers to move 
from one post to another once accused 
without facing consequences related to their 
employment and/or promotion should be 
abolished. 

● The elevation of the issue of gender equality 
in bilateral meetings and have consistent 
redlines that can be deployed in negotiations 
surrounding climate and other multilateral 
agreements.  

● The United States must acknowledge and 
codify inconsistencies with an acknowledge-
ment and procedure for why violating U.S. 
ideals to engage in diplomatic actions or 
negotiations that undermine feminist foreign 
policy goals and objectives. As part of this, 
the U.S. government should define terminolo-
gy, including SRHR and clearly articulate 
redlines and what is acceptable in multilateral 
negotiations and include an explicit process 
whereby the United States can remove itself 
from negotiations or agreements.

● The United States must also codify process-
es where there are inconsistencies between 
diplomacy and the overarching goals of a 
feminist foreign policy. This includes engage-
ment with countries that perpetuate human 
rights abuses and drawing redlines around 
where engagement is helpful to those whose 
rights are abused and where, even if it 
serves national interests, the United States 
cannot engage with such states. 

● Mandatory gender analyses in order to 
receive State Department funding and 
include transparent reporting and account-
ability measures against those metrics, this 
includes ex ante estimates and ex post 
reports. Further to that, guidance should be 
issued to Embassies on the status of women 
and prioritizing the status of women a metric 
for evaluating the growth of any country. 
Diplomatic tools like the State Department’s 
annual Country Reports on Human Rights 
Practices should include robust evidence on 
all aspects of women’s human rights, includ-
ing SRHR. These annual country reports are 
key documents for development, humanitari-
an and private sector actors who rely on the 
information they contain to make important 

decisions and investments. 
● The United States must hold itself to the 

same standards to which it holds other state 
actors, reporting on human rights practices 
and abuses as part of the annual country 
Human Rights Reports. This has been done 
in the past in Trafficking in Persons (TIP) 
reports. 

[Placeholder for Immigration]
The group discussion on feminist foreign policy 
raised immigration as a priority issue that would 
need to be addressed but those present lacked 
expertise in this area. Limited recommendations 
that emerged in the course of discussion included 
recognizing gender-based violence and reproduc-
tive coercion (including forced pregnancy) as 
eligibility criteria for individuals seeking asylum in 
the United States as well as law enforcement 
training on these types of claims and how to 
respond and the closure of private detention 
centers and ending of the family separation policy 
for those in detention as well as immigrants and 
asylum seekers. Additional insights will be captured 
in this area in ensuing consultations and a more 
robust chapter on immigration will appear in the 
final proposal released early next year.

VI. Accountability Mechanisms

Perhaps the greatest issue that has emerged from 
consultations to-date is the importance of account-
ability: ensuring that promises to advance a feminist 
approach are honored through full funding, the 
development of participatory approaches to policy 
formulation and implementation, the setting and 
reaching of specific, time-bound and measurable 
goals and through transparency. 

For the purposes of this paper, accountability of a 
feminist foreign policy includes: 1) A process of 
commitment-making, implementation and evalua-
tion that is evidence-based, transparent and inclu-
sive of individuals impacted by its practice; and 2) 
the generation of outcomes that do no harm and 
are desired by and beneficial to those impacted.

Structurally speaking, a U.S. feminist foreign policy 
must be accompanied by a robust mechanism by 
which to publicly track progress on implementation 
and hold promises to account. Two key factors 
within this are the allocation of sufficient funds for 
the full implementation of the policy, and a transpar-

ent and inclusive system of reporting on progress 
and outcomes.

1. Funding
As noted above, the OECD-DAC gender equality 
policy marker records aid activities around a 
three-point scoring system and notes whether the 
policy objective is to promote gender equality as a 
primary objective, significant objective or whether 
gender equality was not targeted as an objective.20

While the gender marker is an imperfect metric, it is 
an immediately available one. Using the 
OECD-DAC marker, a recommended 100 percent 
of U.S. foreign assistance should have gender as a 
principal or significant objective, and of that foreign 
assistance, twenty percent must include gender 
equality as a primary goal. This is consistent with 
Sweden’s achievements under their feminist foreign 
policy,21 and with recommendations by feminist 
activists organizing to influence the Group of 7 (G7) 
in 2019.22

This mechanism needs significant improvements. 
There should be alignment between U.S. budget 
creation and reporting timelines and OECD-DAC 
timelines to ensure that U.S. commitments intended 
to promote gender equality are captured accurately. 
Currently, the Congressional Budget Justification 
(CBJ), which is “the annual presentation to the 
Congress that justifies the entire Foreign Opera-
tions Budget Request and reflects the continuing 
process to provide improved strategic focus, data 
quality”23 occurs early in the calendar year and is 
based on the U.S. government fiscal year, whereas 
the OECD-DAC timeline is not.

In addition to increased and more transparent 
funding for gender equality, the inclusion of groups 
and individuals typically excluded from decision 
making processes is pivotal. Grassroots and local 
organizations best-placed to do critical work to 
reduce gender inequality often lack the technical 
and financial resources to apply for U.S. govern-
ment funding. U.S. policy should balance grass-
roots and community inclusion with mitigating time 
and resource burdens on organizations expected to 
represent traditionally marginalized viewpoints. One 
model to consider in this effort is the recently-estab-
lished Equality Fund. 

Another shortcoming of this mechanism is that it is 
self-reported and there is no external validation or 
independent review confirming that donor-reported 

data is aligned to OECD guidelines for each gender 
policy marker. There should be an independent 
mechanism that tracks and validates self-reported 
data consistently across countries.

2. Reporting
Feminist policymaking must distinguish itself from 
business-as-usual both in its process and 
outcomes. Policymakers and implementers will 
need to clearly articulate those policies or condi-
tions that violet feminist principles (e.g., Tanzania’s 
banning of girls from school when they become 
pregnant). Decisions about what these circum-
stances are, and what U.S. policy reactions should 
be, must be made in consultation with local actors 
to avoid unintended consequences and should be 
transparently reported on to the public as a part of a 
regular reporting. The policy itself, as well as the 
reporting on it, should avoid the creation of new, 
siloed initiatives and explore how to streamline 
existing accountability processes.

We have limited evidence on the extent to which 
international conventions (e.g., the Convention on 
the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination 
Against Women or CEDAW) and other accountabili-
ty mechanisms have played a role in successfully 
narrowing gender gaps and improving the lives of 
women and girls. To date, Sweden’s reporting 
process on their Feminist Foreign Policy has been 
in the form of illustrative case studies rather than 
quantifiable data on outcomes across all levers of 
foreign policy. It is recommended that a U.S. policy 
take on a more robust framework for monitoring 
and evaluating outcomes, rather than outputs, and 
be made publicly available on a regular basis. 

With the understanding that complex social norm 
change takes time, reporting is still necessary to 
demonstrate incremental progress where the 
feminist foreign policy practices are having the 
greatest impact and where they are not. By making 
these actions more visible, greater progress against 
is more likely. In this respect, France’s policy is 
perhaps a good example: they have articulated 
actionable objectives and outcomes, indicators, key 
stakeholders, and an anticipated timeline for com-
pletion against five core areas. The United States 
should undertake a similar mechanism in their 
reporting, creating new, rather than repackaged, 
commitments that are specific, measurable, achiev-
able, relevant and time-bound (SMART).

The United States should also strive for a model of 

external validation, wherein independent research-
ers and civil society representatives examine the 
extent to which commitments have been met and 
report publicly on their findings.

VII. Conclusion

The above recommendations for the restructuring 
and reprioritization of U.S. foreign policy efforts to 
advance a feminist foreign policy on behalf of the 
United States should be viewed as a starting point. 
In the coming months, there will be a series of 
stakeholder consultations to further refine and 
augment this proposal, seeking the benefit of 
additional expertise. At the end of this process, a 
comprehensive proposal will be developed for 
harnessing the full power of U.S. foreign policy in a 
manner that prioritizes gender equality and environ-
mental integrity, enshrines the human rights of all, 
seeks to disrupt colonial, patriarchal and male-dom-
inated power structures and allocates significant 
resources, including research, to achieve that 
vision.

Annex - List of Acronyms and Definitions

Agency: An individual or group’s ability to make 
choices and to transform those choices into desired 
outcomes. Incorporating agency into policy requires 
contemplating issues of autonomy, choice, empow-
erment and meaningful engagement. A feminist 
lens on agency moves beyond seeing women as 
participants or beneficiaries; it means that women 
in all their diversity are experts on their own experi-
ence, agents of their own lives and actors in their 
community and society. 

Bodily autonomy: Achieving the highest standard 
of sexual and reproductive health and
rights is based on the fundamental human rights of 
all individuals to: have their bodily integrity, privacy 
and personal autonomy respected; freely define 
their own sexuality; decide whether and when to be 
sexually active; choose their sexual partners; have 
safe and pleasurable sexual experiences; decide 
whether, when and whom to marry; decide whether, 
when and by what means to have a child or 
children and how many children to have; and have 
access over their lifetimes to the information, 
resources, services and support necessary to 
achieve all the above, free from discrimination, 
coercion, exploitation and violence.

even as the policy is implemented. This 
“co-creation” process should not be a 
one-time event, but rather an iterative and 
reflective exercise that is progressively more 
inclusive over time.

● Adopt or expand gender policies in the White 
House and each agency responsible for 
implementing feminist foreign policy, includ-
ing mandatory gender analyses for all proj-
ects and programs. 

● Gender analyses should be standard prac-
tice in program implementation throughout 
the government, tailored for each agency.  
Gender policies should be both internally and 
externally facing, from personnel decisions to 
agency program interventions. Agencies 
include but are not limited to the Millennium 
Challenge Corporation (MCC), the Depart-
ment of State (State), Department of Defense 
(DOD), Department of Justice (DOJ), Depart-
ment of Agriculture (USDA), Peace Corps, 
the U.S. Agency for International Develop-
ment (USDAID) and the U.S. International 
Development Finance Corporation.  

● Articulate policy limitations: where implemen-
tation of U.S. foreign policy countervenes the 
principles of a feminist foreign policy, includ-
ing in cases of national security, the rationale 
must be publicly articulated. 

● Adopt a common accountability framework 
tracking desired goals, objectives, targets 
and outcomes of the U.S. feminist foreign 
policy as part of a transparent consultation 
process between the government and civil 
society, including but not limited to the public 
reporting of annual progress to promote 
gender equality through both internal opera-
tions and external foreign policy functions. 

V. Agency and/or “Lever”-Specific Recom-
mendations for U.S. Feminist Foreign 
Policy

1. Foreign Assistance 
U.S. foreign assistance helps tens of millions of 
people each year, often providing life-saving assis-
tance. As important as this aid is, it still accounts for 
a tiny slice of the U.S. federal budget, less than one 
percent.13 Of that, a smaller amount supports 
gender equality and inclusion. An infinitesimal 
amount finds its way to local, women-led and 
feminist organizations and grassroots gender 
equality movements—key indicators of the extent 

to which foreign assistance prioritizes gender 
equality. 

A U.S. feminist foreign policy would promote 
gender equality through (1) robust and transparent 
funding to promote gender equality in international 
development and humanitarian assistance; (2) 
gender analysis of all international development 
and humanitarian assistance activities; (3) consul-
tation with and direct investments in women-led 
and women’s rights organizations globally; (4) full 
funding for comprehensive sexual, reproductive 
health and rights programs; and (5) the removal of 
harmful conditio ns tied to U.S. foreign assistance.

One challenge with transparent funding is that most 
mechanisms for tracking foreign assistance are 
self-reported. How one donor government or 
specific development agency defines a project as 
impacting gender equality may differ from another. 
Dollars counted towards promoting gender equality 
may also count towards economic growth or educa-
tion, for example, which makes it difficult to track 
the exact amounts spent to increase gender equali-
ty. One of the most widely used mechanisms to 
track aid that is intended to promote gender equali-
ty is the OECD’s Development Assistance Commit-
tee (DAC) gender equality policy marker. This is a 
qualitative statistical tool that members use to 
report annually on whether an aid activity “principal-
ly” or “significantly” targets gender equality as a 
policy objective. Some private sector entities and 
philanthropies have also begun to monitor their 
activities with this tool.14 While it can be a good way 
to compare country investments against one anoth-
er, there is also the potential for inaccurate report-
ing, given that the current system lacks any form of 
external validation or independent review of donors’
self-reported data. In addition to the DAC recom-
mendations below, the accountability section which 
follows enumerates several other recommenda-
tions for reporting and prioritizing gender equality. 
These include support for women’s rights organiza-
tions in the form of funding and greater transparen-
cy around how projects and programs mainstream 
and/or prioritize gender. Where OECD DAC recom-
mendations are made, below, it is because that is 
currently the best form of tracking and implement-
ing these requests most immediately and before a 
more robust and transparent mechanism can be 
created and utilized.
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Environmental integrity: the sustenance of 
biophysical processes that support all living organ-
isms, by protecting diversity, ecological functions 
and resilience of all ecosystems. 

Feminist foreign policy: Feminist foreign policy is 
the policy of a state that defines its interactions with 
other states, as well as movements and other 
non-state actors, in a manner that prioritizes gender 
equality and environmental integrity, enshrines the 
human rights of all, seeks to disrupt colonial, racist, 
patriarchal and male-dominated power structures 
and allocates significant resources, including 
research, to achieve that vision. Feminist foreign 
policy is coherent in its approach across all of its 
levers of influence, anchored by the exercise of 
those values at home and co-created with feminist 
activists, groups and movements, at home and 
abroad.

Intersectionality: The multiple aspects of identity 
that play out in people’s lives and experiences that 
can compound and exacerbate oppression. An 
intersectional approach in policy takes account the 
complex ways that multiple identities intersect and 
influence interests, participation and outcomes.an 
approach that takes into account and seeks to 
address the multiple and often intersecting forms of 
discrimination such as gender, race, age, class, 
socioeconomic status, physical or mental ability, 
gender or sexual identity, religion, or ethnicity.24

Sexual and reproductive health and rights: A 
state of physical, emotional, mental and social 
well-being in relation to all aspects of sexuality and 
reproduction, not merely the absence of disease, 
dysfunction, or infirmity. Therefore, a positive 
approach to sexuality and reproduction should 
recognize the part played by pleasurable sexual 
relationships, trust and communication in promoting 
self-esteem and overall well-being. All individuals 
have a right to make decisions governing their 
bodies and to access services that support that 
right.”25

Abbreviations: 
DAC: Development Assistance Committee of the 

OECD
DOD: U.S. Department of Defense 
DOJ: U.S. Department of Justice
LGBTQIA+: Lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, 

intersex, queer/questioning, intersex, asexual 
and many other terms, such as non-binary and 
pansexual.

OECD: Organisation for Economic Co-operation 
and Development

SRHR: Sexual and reproductive health and rights
USAID: U.S. Agency for International Development 
USDA: U.S. Department of Agriculture
WPS: Women, peace and security
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IV. Cross-Cutting Recommendations for 
Implementation of Key Principles

There are five cross-cutting elements that are 
necessary to advance feminist foreign policy across 
the whole-of-government: (1) High level leadership
with mandate to promote feminist foreign policy; (2) 
Commitment to gender parity, diversity and inclu-
sion both internally, among leadership and staff, 
and externally, co-created12 with feminists outside 
government; (3) Training and capacity-building to 
ensure robust implementation; (4) Gender analysis 
underlying all aspects of foreign policy; and (5) 
Adequate resourcing to ensure all of the above.

The full embrace of these elements would be a 
considerable departure from the status quo of how 
U.S. foreign policy is currently structured. As such, 
this discussion draft outlines two architectural 
models that might achieve this. Over the course of 
the ensuing consultations and outreach these 
proposals will be sharpened and adapted to inform 
the final proposal for a U.S. feminist foreign policy, 
to be published in early 2020. 

Potential Models of High-Level Leadership for 
Feminist Foreign Policy

1. Presidential Leadership and Mainstreaming 
Throughout Current Structures
In this model, the President announces that the 
United States will adopt a feminist foreign policy, to 
be co-created and implemented in consultation with 
feminists inside and outside of government, and 
commits to ensure cohesion across all levers of 
foreign policy using existing structures. Under this 
approach, the executive branch adopts a coherent 
and unified vision for feminist foreign policy, and 
each agency articulates a series of commitments— 
including staffing, budgetary, legislative affairs and 
communications—to implement it. High-level 
leadership and cohesion would likely spur more 
meaningful action throughout the government and 
ensure that the agenda is mainstreamed across all 
relevant agencies as well as become a core priority 
for White House offices, including public engage-
ment, legislative affairs and the National Security 
Council (NSC).

2. New Structures: Creation of A Feminist Coun-
cil in the White House
Another model is the establishment of a new and 
separate authority for the development, implemen-

tation, and reporting of a U.S. feminist foreign 
policy, potentially including a standalone body to 
guide and monitor implementation. This would 
include Secretaries of each agency as well as civil 
society leaders from the United States and around 
the world. The council would oversee a robust 
budget and would coordinate with relevant domes-
tic agencies as well. This council would have 
statutory authority as well as a public engagement 
function, centralizing engagement with gender 
issues and coordinating key high-level stakeholders 
across and outside of the government, including the 
NSC. The work of the White House Council on 
Women and Girls, which has traditionally had a 
more domestic than global focus, would be 
subsumed under the new Council as it would 
include an equal emphasis on a feminist approach 
to policy at home and abroad. The Council would 
coordinate efforts—from policy formulation to 
implementation and progress reporting--across 
agencies, elevating gender issues in the executive 
branch and integrating gender within White House 
structures. 

It is critical that such a structure have authority, 
funding and a mandate to meaningfully and trans-
parently engage with civil society. Otherwise, it runs 
the risk of separating gender from the places where 
power is concentrated and where key decisions are 
made, rather than integrating gender into the fabric 
of the government. The Council could also include 
members outside of government, particularly 
women and other marginalized groups from the 
Global South who would advise relevant agencies 
on of the outcomes, goals and objectives against 
which to be measured, which would be particularly 
important for ensuring foreign assistance is deliv-
ered in line with its intentions.

3. Additional Actions to Develop and Implement 
Feminist Foreign Policy Across Government
In addition to one of the above structural models for 
feminist foreign policy, the following actions should 
be implemented across the whole-of-government. 
Agency-specific recommendations follow in the 
ensuing section.

● Achieve gender parity in political appoint-
ments and diversity and intersectional repre-
sentation throughout all agencies and ranks 
of government.

● Co-create  feminist foreign policy with femi-
nists inside and outside of the government, 

I. Background

With the launch of Sweden’s Feminist Foreign 
Policy in 2014,1 Canada’s Feminist Foreign Assis-
tance Policy in 20172 and France’s Feminist 
Foreign Policy in 2019,3 a group of Washing-
ton-based foreign policy experts and advocates for 
global gender equality came together over the 
course of three days in August of 2019 to sketch out 
what such an effort might look like for the United 
States. The group's discussion built off of a 
research review of feminist foreign policy as 
expressed by other countries,4 as well as ideas 
surfaced from consultations with more than 100 
feminist activists from over 30 countries. The 
experts gathered discussed policy ideas in the 
following areas: diplomacy, defense, foreign assis-
tance and trade, as well as in the cross-cutting 
issue areas of climate change5 and sexual and 
reproductive health and rights.6 A final policy 
agenda will be refined through global consultations 
and input of additional experts and organizations, 
and will be published ahead of events marking the 
25th anniversary of the Fourth World Conference 
on Women in Beijing and resulting Declaration and 
Platform for Action.7 This document elucidates a 
vision for the highest standard of U.S. foreign policy 
that promotes gender equality, human rights, peace 
and environmental integrity. It includes a proposed 
definition, key principles and policy recommenda-
tions that will be expanded and refined over coming 
months.

II. Defining a Feminist Foreign Policy for the 
United States

A country’s foreign policy is a statement of its 
values and priorities. The implementation of foreign 
policy, across all of its various levers, is one demon-
stration of how a nation lives its values. Now more 
than ever, the United States needs a feminist 
approach—one that fundamentally alters the way 
the nation conducts itself, prioritizing the importance 
of diplomatic solutions, cooperating with allies and 
international institutions, embracing a progressive, 
inclusive and rights-based agenda, valuing the 
voices of the most marginalized and addressing 
racist, ableist, sexist, homophobic and transphobic 
and patriarchal and/or male-dominated systems of 
power. 

Foreign policy shapes how a government defines 

and prioritizes peace and security, structures trade, 
provides humanitarian aid and development assis-
tance and works with other nations and non-state 
actors. Coherence across all aspects of foreign 
policy is paramount for a feminist approach; so too 
should coherence extend across domestic and 
foreign policy, with both embracing the same femi-
nist values.

To clarify the goals of a feminist foreign policy and 
to promote coherence of a feminist approach 
across policy domains, the following draft definition 
is proposed: 

Feminist foreign policy is the policy of a state that 
defines its interactions with other states, as well as 
movements and other non-state actors, in a manner 
that prioritizes gender equality and environmental 
integrity, enshrines the human rights of all, seeks to 
disrupt colonial, racist, patriarchal and male-domi-
nated power structures, and allocates significant 
resources, including research, to achieve that 
vision. Feminist foreign policy is coherent in its 
approach across all of its levers of influence, 
anchored by the exercise of those values at home 
and co-created with feminist activists, groups and 
movements, at home and abroad.

Taking that as the guiding vision for feminist foreign 
policy, there are a number of key principles and 
policy recommendations that apply across the 
whole of the U.S. government. Following this, 
specific policy recommendations are made for each 
of the major levers of foreign policy—aid, trade, 
diplomacy and defense—as well as thematic priori-
ties that should be addressed within a U.S. feminist 
foreign policy. This is not yet a complete policy 
package; additional consultations and efforts will 
augment, refine and supplement this opening salvo 
over the course of ensuing months. However, it is a 
solid start.

III. Key Principles for U.S. Feminist Foreign 
Policy

Given the complicated legacy of U.S. global 
engagement as both a colony and colonizer, as well 
as its associated history of struggles for racial, 
gender and environmental integrity both at home 
and abroad, a number of key principles should 
underpin a U.S. feminist foreign policy.

First, human rights are women’s rights and wom-
en’s rights are human rights. U.S. foreign policy 
must respect the rights recognized by international 
and domestic law and should place itself on the 
side of those seeking to defend and expand the 
rights and freedoms of individuals and groups 
around the world. 

Second, U.S. policy should be representative, 
inclusive, responsive and accountable to stake-
holders. Foreign policy has traditionally been 
informed by patriarchal and discriminatory social 
norms and implemented through male-dominated 
institutions. A feminist approach demands gender 
parity in representation, as well as active commit-
ment to gender, racial and other forms of diversity, 
equity and inclusion. A U.S. government commit-
ment to diversity and inclusion should not exclu-
sively focus on rhetoric and internal processes, but 
also on the impact of its policies and public-private 
partnerships on diverse communities. As such, this 
principle includes a government-wide commitment 
to consultation with civil society and feminist move-
ments outside of government, including and espe-
cially in the Global South. 

Third, a feminist foreign policy should take an 
intersectional approach to feminism. This is an 
approach that takes into account and seeks to 
address the multiple and often intersecting forms of 
discrimination such as gender, race, age, class, 
socioeconomic status, physical or mental ability, 
gender or sexual identity, religion or ethnicity.8

Fourth, a feminist foreign policy should promote 
and protect bodily autonomy. Recognizing that the 
oppression of women and gender-nonconforming 
individuals has traditionally been expressed in the 
regulation and restriction of bodies and rights, a 
feminist approach would model its inverse, starting 
with the basic principle of bodily autonomy. A
feminist approach embraces sexual and reproduc-
tive health and rights, which according to the 
Guttmacher Institute is defined as: “A state of 
physical, emotional, mental and social well-being in 
relation to all aspects of sexuality and reproduction, 
not merely the absence of disease, dysfunction, or 
infirmity. Therefore, a positive approach to sexuality 
and reproduction should recognize the part played 
by pleasurable sexual relationships, trust and 
communication in promoting self-esteem and 
overall well-being. All individuals have a right to 
make decisions governing their bodies and to 

access services that support that right.”9 This 
approach should also enshrine bodily autonomy, 
which the Blueprint for Sexual and Reproductive 
Health, Rights and Justice defines as: “Achieving 
the highest standard of sexual and reproductive 
health and rights is based on the fundamental 
human rights of all individuals to: have their bodily 
integrity, privacy and personal autonomy respected; 
freely define their own sexuality; decide whether 
and when to be sexually active; choose their sexual 
partners; have safe and pleasurable sexual experi-
ences; decide whether, when and whom to marry; 
decide whether, when and by what means to have 
a child or children and how many children to have; 
and have access over their lifetimes to the informa-
tion, resources, services and support necessary to 
achieve all the above, free from discrimination, 
coercion, exploitation and violence.”

Fifth, environmental integrity. Here, environmental 
integrity is defined as the sustenance of biophysical 
processes that support all living organisms, by 
protecting diversity, ecological functions and resil-
ience of all ecosystems. Climate change erodes 
human freedoms and limits choice. However, the 
impacts of climate change are not felt equally. 
Climate change affects everyone, but women and 
men experience the impacts differently, and women 
are often disproportionately negatively affected. 
Women, compared to men, often have limited 
access to resources, more restricted rights, limited 
mobility and a muted voice in shaping decisions 
and influencing policy. Climate change can also 
impact security, particularly for those who are 
already most vulnerable in a society, often women, 
girls, gender minorities and LGBTQIA+ persons, 
those with disabilities and most especially those 
with intersecting marginalized identities. Threats 
related to the climate crisis generally viewed as a  
“threat multiplier- a phenomenon that can worsen 
or exacerbate other sources of instability and 
conflict, such as competition for natural resources 
and ethnic tensions.”10  By way of just one exam-
ple, following extreme climate-related flooding in 
Bangladesh, child marriage rates soared.11 All 
efforts to adapt to and mitigate climate change 
must include specific protections for and acknowl-
edgment of the harm to communities of color, 
indigenous peoples and other frontline and margin-
alized communities around the world, while seeking 
to address gender inequality.

Currently, U.S. foreign assistance has several 
contingencies, ranging from how goods and 
services are sourced and delivered to how trade 
agreements are shaped. These contingencies often 
make aid costlier to deliver and less effective 
overall. It is recommended that all limiting condi-
tions  on U.S. foreign assistance be removed, such 
as the prioritization of U.S. private sector entities 
and faith-based organizations through foreign 
assistance. In its current form, U.S. foreign policy 
exempts some U.S.-funded organizations from 
implementing U.S. policy. Other forms of contingen-
cies make it difficult to establish the trust required to 
implement services, reach key populations and 
otherwise directly engage with those USAID is most 
meant to serve. The removal of conditions on U.S. 
foreign assistance would make assistance dollars 
go farther.

Recommendations for all agencies providing 
foreign assistance including USAID, State, DOD, 
MCC, the Peace Corps, DOJ, USDA and the 
Department of Labor:

● Increase investments in gender equality as 
measured by the OECD-DAC, as well as 
direct support for women’s rights organiza-
tions. 

● Prioritize co-creation and local ownership of 
foreign aid, with local constituencies inform-
ing development programs from their incep-
tion through to evaluation, including participa-
tory approaches such as community score-
cards. 

● Allocate robust and transparent funding for 
gender equality in international development 
and humanitarian assistance, and throughout 
foreign assistance. This should include a floor 
of 20 percent of ODA for gender equality as a 
principal objective (OECD-DAC marker 2) 
and requiring gender analysis for all of U.S. 
foreign assistance programs (OECD-DAC 
marker 1 and 2 combined, gender equality as 
a principal or significant objective). 

● Substantially increase direct investments in 
women-led and women’s rights organiza-
tions. One mechanism that should be consid-
ered in this regard is Canada’s recent-
ly-launched Equality Fund, which supports 
women’s rights organizations and feminist 
movements by providing technical assis-
tance, financial resources and grounding that 
work in the priorities identified by local orga-

nizations and the movements leading change 
in their communities.15 Of particular interest is 
that the Fund itself ($300m CAD) is managed 
by feminist funders—including women’s 
funds and gender-lens investors—and not by 
Canada’s development agency.

● Repeal the expanded Mexico City Policy 
(also referred to as “Protecting Life in Global 
Health Assistance” by the current administra-
tion or the global gag rule by advocates) and 
ensure funding for sexual and reproductive 
health and comprehensive sexuality educa-
tion. This aligns with other actions raised 
during the August 2019 convening, including 
working with Congress to end the Helms 
Amendment (banning the use of federal 
funds for abortion as a family planning 
method) and National Security Presidential 
Directive 22 (which conflates human traffick-
ing and sex work), as well as the foreign 
policy proposals outlined in the Blueprint for 
Sexual and Reproductive Health, Rights and 
Justice.

[Placeholder for Feminist Humanitarian Aid]
The majority of the group discussion on feminist aid 
focused on development assistance, to the exclu-
sion of humanitarian assistance. This will be 
addressed after future consultation with humanitari-
an organizations such as the International Rescue 
Committee (which has recently launched a feminist 
approach to humanitarian aid).

2. Trade 
Trade is a necessary and vital component of a 
nation’s economic success and growth and a key 
part of their engagement with other nations. At 
various points in the nation’s history, trade has 
been used as a way to grow America’s power 
globally, to maintain world order, to encourage 
peace, reduce domestic debt and to combat autoc-
racy.

A U.S. feminist foreign policy would prioritize femi-
nist trade policy through the promotion of women’s 
rights and equitable and dignified labor practices up 
and down the value chain, as well as the reduction 
and mitigation of the harmful impacts of climate 
change associated with trade. Importantly, it would 
go beyond where other countries who have insert-
ed a gender chapter in trade agreements have 
gone, including women’s rights commitments in the 
binding sections of deals. 

A successful trade policy should be one that: (1) 
Refrains from trade deals that won't equally benefit 
women due to de jure discrimination (e.g., import-
ing goods from sectors that have legal restrictions 
on women's employment); (2) Prioritizes support of 
local actors —– e.g., trade unions or workers’ rights 
organizations — to engage in trade negotiations 
and raise complaints/violations; and (3) Set targets 
for public procurement from women-owned firms.

Mechanisms exist for analyzing gender impacts of 
trade  throughout the value chain, such as those 
developed for gender analysis in MCC  and World 
Bank projects, or a certification mechanism, such 
as EDGE. Such mechanisms could track the 
amount of trade dollars that go towards wom-
en-owned businesses and promoting women’s and 
gender equality in the value chain, giving a compet-
itive advantage to those private sector entities who 
are doing more to promote gender equality in order 
to foster private sector growth in this area.

Specific recommendations for trade policy and 
practices under a U.S. feminist foreign policy 
include:

● The development of new mechanisms to link 
gender equality to environmental and labor 
concerns in trade agreements. 

● Incorporating women’s human rights and 
gender equality in bilateral and multilateral 
trade agreements, specifically in the binding 
sections. This includes principles around 
debt and redress in how these objectives are 
met. 

● Re-engagement in the Paris Agreement, 
which articulates some of these principles in 
the preamble. The United States should go 
further than the Paris Agreement, however, 
to operationalize these principles. 

● Support for and investment in the United 
Nations Framework Convention on Climate 
Change (UNFCCC) gender action plan, 
including aims to enhance women's partici-
pation and leadership in national delegations 
and on boards and bodies of the Convention, 
as well as enhanced gender-responsive 
implementation of national climate plans and 
policies. The UNFCCC supports increased 
participation of women in climate negotia-
tions and also contains specific gender 
action plans which reports on boards and 
bodies, includes a senior gender advisor and 

gender team and requests for training. The 
United States should be aware of and 
engaged in improving trade negotiations in 
their national plans and tracked against 
gender and climate actions.  

● Working towards the goal of mobilizing jointly 
$100 billion per year by 2020, the United 
States should re-commit ambitious and 
fair-share contributions to the Green Climate 
Fund, ensuring gender-responsive financing. 

● All trade agreements should include a 
gender analysis as well as a strategy for 
energy democracy and emissions reduction 
and climate change mitigation. There should 
be a financial commitment that is 100 
percent gender-responsive. 

● Trade agreements should not enforce ideo-
logically-driven agendas, such as privatiza-
tion of government entities or dismantling of 
health, safety and labor protections. The 
harms of these measures usually fall most 
heavily on women, lower income and margin-
alized people and are rarely compensated 
directly or indirectly through improved job 
creation or income. 

3. Defense
In order to achieve the goal of a more peaceful and 
healthy planet, U.S. national security and defense 
operations must be transformed. U.S. military 
interventions should be a last resort after fully 
utilizing the many and powerful tools available 
within the foreign policy apparatus: diplomacy, aid 
and trade. Military action should be primarily 
defensive in nature and require a very high stan-
dard of need. Additionally, military action should 
only be undertaken with a full and democratic 
debate, due political process16 and full disclosure of 
rationale, analysis of implications and clear goals 
and milestones for intervention. Where military 
action is chosen, it should be carefully overseen 
and subject to sunset provisions aimed at prevent-
ing mission creep, civilian deaths and ongoing 
obligations to continued military operations. 

Furthermore, a more feminist military policy com-
mits to preventing and responding to gender-based 
violence in conflict and to meaningfully including 
women and those who face discrimination in 
security forces, peace negotiations and post-con-
flict rebuilding. It encourages a diversity of intelli-
gence sources, including women and other margin-
alized groups, to understand the true scope of 

security concerns and impacts of potential actions 
and design responses with those interests in mind. 

The body of international and U.S. law that has 
most directly sought to advance this approach to 
military action is U.N. Security Council Resolution 
1325 and ensuing, “sister” resolutions that have 
formed the women, peace and security (WPS) 
agenda. A radical resolution when it passed in 
2000, UNSCR 1325 sought to advance human 
security and the promotion of peace via specific 
protections for women’s safety in conflict settings 
and their meaningful involvement in peacekeeping 
and humanitarian response, peace processes and 
rebuilding post-conflict.17 The United States has 
sought to incorporate UNSCR 1325 into its foreign 
policy through the U.S. National Action Plan (NAP) 
on Women, Peace and Security, first launched in 
2011 and updated in 2016,18 and subsequently by 
the Women, Peace and Security Act of 2017 and 
mandated National Strategy on Women, Peace and 
Security of 2019.19 Taken together, these laws and 
policies give the defense community the doctrinal 
mandate to implement UNSCR 1325 as a core part 
of their work. Gender analyses across both internal 
and external defense operations and an explicit 
focus on expanding gender expertise through 
training and recruitment and the diversification of 
intelligence sources will go a long way in advancing 
the necessary transformation of the U.S. defense 
apparatus in line with various existing WPS policy 
frameworks.

Specific recommendations for defense efforts 
authorized under a U.S. feminist foreign policy 
include:

● Crafting a National Security Strategy (NSS)
that reflects women’s and other marginalized
and gendered experiences.

● Fully implementing U.S. commitments to the
women, peace and security agenda. In order
to ensure that the U.S. government upholds
these commitments, Congress should not
release funds to agencies who are not imple-
menting their obligations in this area.

● Creating a new, high-level position, either
reporting to the Secretary of Defense at DOD
or reporting to the National Security Advisor
at the NSC, that is charged with developing
and overseeing implementation of a more
feminist approach to defense as part of the
U.S. feminist foreign policy.

● Ensuring equal opportunity to meet perfor-
mance standards for female and LGBTQIA+
servicemembers.

● Lifting the transgender servicemember ban.
● Retooling internal policies to ensure provision

of child care and spousal support that does
not assume a male service member and
female “trailing” spouse, and a total redesign
of promotion and retention policies to be
predicated on the successful implementation
of gender equitable work and increased and
diverse recruitment and promotion

● Ensuring comprehensive coverage of and
access to sexual and reproductive health
services, including contraception and abor-
tion, for people serving in the military.

● Designing and delivering meaningful and
consistently implemented justice mechanisms
for those within the military system, but also
for those outside of the system but against
whom acts of gender-based violence are
committed by military personnel.

● Providing increased training on the women,
peace and security agenda and its integration
into military colleges and training. An intro-
duction to WPS should be part of basic
training. Additionally, there should be an
independent evaluation gender training
program at DOD that includes recommenda-
tions for improvement that are acted upon. In
order to ensure a gender lens is incorporated
across the board and not siloed or marginal-
ized, each and every member of U.S.
defense and military operations—including
political appointees and contractors—should
receive training in gender analysis.

4. Diplomacy
The United States must foster increased collabora-
tion and cooperation among state and non-state
actors. This includes supporting the institutions and
mechanisms that facilitate cooperation and non-mil-
itary conflict resolution and peaceful competition, as
well as mitigating the effects of climate change. A
new framework for diplomacy is necessary to
implement a feminist foreign policy that is respon-
sive to these and other concerns and will require
leadership by both Congress and all elements of
U.S. diplomatic action. If the United States is to lead
the world as a moral authority or rapporteur on
human rights abuses, then it must lead by example,
particularly with countries where women’s freedom
and bodily autonomy is a concern. There are three

areas for immediate and sustained action to 
advance feminist diplomacy in the United States: 
(1) internal State Department  staffing, training and 
operations; (2) bilateral and multilateral diplomatic 
efforts;  and (3) the design and delivery of foreign 
assistance funding and technical assistance.

Recommendations include:

● The appointment of a high-level representa-
tive tasked with oversight of the feminist 
approach to diplomacy, including all external 
and internal (HR) practices, and reporting 
directly to the Secretary of State.

● In order for the United States to have a 
feminist, collaborative, civilian-led diplomacy 
equal to the challenges faced, the decline in 
funding and staffing of the State Department 
must be reversed. A specific percentage or 
dollar amount of recommended funding for 
both improving internal staffing and training 
and to support programs that prioritize 
gender equity globally is forthcoming.

● The commitment of the State Department to 
achieving gender balance amongst all U.S. 
diplomatic personnel, including foreign 
service and civil service officers, political 
appointees, cabinet and high-level roles. 
Gender balance should not be the only 
measure of success: the diplomatic architec-
ture needs equal representation of women, 
yes, but especially women of color, trans 
women and other intersectional and margin-
alized identities at all levels and in all auspic-
es of diplomacy. 

● Mandatory training on gender, SRHR, 
anti-racism and implicit bias training in both 
early-career and ongoing professional devel-
opment. In the mandatory six-week training 
course that all foreign service officers (FSOs) 
undergo, known as the A100, advancing 
gender equality should be a key component. 
In addition to FSOs, anyone working with 
State Department funding should undergo 
the gender training, and all FSOs should 
participate in periodic and mandatory refresh-
er courses on gender and SRHR as a key 
part of professional development.

● An update to the State human resources 
policies to ensure that leave policies, includ-
ing family leave, child care, deployment 
options and policies, trailing spouses and 
more, build towards a more equitable and 

just workforce and encourage the promotion 
and retention of those who choose to 
become parents. Gender-based violence and 
workplace harassment should not be tolerat-
ed, and policies that allow abusers to move 
from one post to another once accused 
without facing consequences related to their 
employment and/or promotion should be 
abolished. 

● The elevation of the issue of gender equality 
in bilateral meetings and have consistent 
redlines that can be deployed in negotiations 
surrounding climate and other multilateral 
agreements.  

● The United States must acknowledge and 
codify inconsistencies with an acknowledge-
ment and procedure for why violating U.S. 
ideals to engage in diplomatic actions or 
negotiations that undermine feminist foreign 
policy goals and objectives. As part of this, 
the U.S. government should define terminolo-
gy, including SRHR and clearly articulate 
redlines and what is acceptable in multilateral 
negotiations and include an explicit process 
whereby the United States can remove itself 
from negotiations or agreements.

● The United States must also codify process-
es where there are inconsistencies between 
diplomacy and the overarching goals of a 
feminist foreign policy. This includes engage-
ment with countries that perpetuate human 
rights abuses and drawing redlines around 
where engagement is helpful to those whose 
rights are abused and where, even if it 
serves national interests, the United States 
cannot engage with such states. 

● Mandatory gender analyses in order to 
receive State Department funding and 
include transparent reporting and account-
ability measures against those metrics, this 
includes ex ante estimates and ex post 
reports. Further to that, guidance should be 
issued to Embassies on the status of women 
and prioritizing the status of women a metric 
for evaluating the growth of any country. 
Diplomatic tools like the State Department’s 
annual Country Reports on Human Rights 
Practices should include robust evidence on 
all aspects of women’s human rights, includ-
ing SRHR. These annual country reports are 
key documents for development, humanitari-
an and private sector actors who rely on the 
information they contain to make important 

decisions and investments. 
● The United States must hold itself to the 

same standards to which it holds other state 
actors, reporting on human rights practices 
and abuses as part of the annual country 
Human Rights Reports. This has been done 
in the past in Trafficking in Persons (TIP) 
reports. 

[Placeholder for Immigration]
The group discussion on feminist foreign policy 
raised immigration as a priority issue that would 
need to be addressed but those present lacked 
expertise in this area. Limited recommendations 
that emerged in the course of discussion included 
recognizing gender-based violence and reproduc-
tive coercion (including forced pregnancy) as 
eligibility criteria for individuals seeking asylum in 
the United States as well as law enforcement 
training on these types of claims and how to 
respond and the closure of private detention 
centers and ending of the family separation policy 
for those in detention as well as immigrants and 
asylum seekers. Additional insights will be captured 
in this area in ensuing consultations and a more 
robust chapter on immigration will appear in the 
final proposal released early next year.

VI. Accountability Mechanisms

Perhaps the greatest issue that has emerged from 
consultations to-date is the importance of account-
ability: ensuring that promises to advance a feminist 
approach are honored through full funding, the 
development of participatory approaches to policy 
formulation and implementation, the setting and 
reaching of specific, time-bound and measurable 
goals and through transparency. 

For the purposes of this paper, accountability of a 
feminist foreign policy includes: 1) A process of 
commitment-making, implementation and evalua-
tion that is evidence-based, transparent and inclu-
sive of individuals impacted by its practice; and 2) 
the generation of outcomes that do no harm and 
are desired by and beneficial to those impacted.

Structurally speaking, a U.S. feminist foreign policy 
must be accompanied by a robust mechanism by 
which to publicly track progress on implementation 
and hold promises to account. Two key factors 
within this are the allocation of sufficient funds for 
the full implementation of the policy, and a transpar-

ent and inclusive system of reporting on progress 
and outcomes.

1. Funding
As noted above, the OECD-DAC gender equality 
policy marker records aid activities around a 
three-point scoring system and notes whether the 
policy objective is to promote gender equality as a 
primary objective, significant objective or whether 
gender equality was not targeted as an objective.20

While the gender marker is an imperfect metric, it is 
an immediately available one. Using the 
OECD-DAC marker, a recommended 100 percent 
of U.S. foreign assistance should have gender as a 
principal or significant objective, and of that foreign 
assistance, twenty percent must include gender 
equality as a primary goal. This is consistent with 
Sweden’s achievements under their feminist foreign 
policy,21 and with recommendations by feminist 
activists organizing to influence the Group of 7 (G7) 
in 2019.22

This mechanism needs significant improvements. 
There should be alignment between U.S. budget 
creation and reporting timelines and OECD-DAC 
timelines to ensure that U.S. commitments intended 
to promote gender equality are captured accurately. 
Currently, the Congressional Budget Justification 
(CBJ), which is “the annual presentation to the 
Congress that justifies the entire Foreign Opera-
tions Budget Request and reflects the continuing 
process to provide improved strategic focus, data 
quality”23 occurs early in the calendar year and is 
based on the U.S. government fiscal year, whereas 
the OECD-DAC timeline is not.

In addition to increased and more transparent 
funding for gender equality, the inclusion of groups 
and individuals typically excluded from decision 
making processes is pivotal. Grassroots and local 
organizations best-placed to do critical work to 
reduce gender inequality often lack the technical 
and financial resources to apply for U.S. govern-
ment funding. U.S. policy should balance grass-
roots and community inclusion with mitigating time 
and resource burdens on organizations expected to 
represent traditionally marginalized viewpoints. One 
model to consider in this effort is the recently-estab-
lished Equality Fund. 

Another shortcoming of this mechanism is that it is 
self-reported and there is no external validation or 
independent review confirming that donor-reported 

data is aligned to OECD guidelines for each gender 
policy marker. There should be an independent 
mechanism that tracks and validates self-reported 
data consistently across countries.

2. Reporting
Feminist policymaking must distinguish itself from 
business-as-usual both in its process and 
outcomes. Policymakers and implementers will 
need to clearly articulate those policies or condi-
tions that violet feminist principles (e.g., Tanzania’s 
banning of girls from school when they become 
pregnant). Decisions about what these circum-
stances are, and what U.S. policy reactions should 
be, must be made in consultation with local actors 
to avoid unintended consequences and should be 
transparently reported on to the public as a part of a 
regular reporting. The policy itself, as well as the 
reporting on it, should avoid the creation of new, 
siloed initiatives and explore how to streamline 
existing accountability processes.

We have limited evidence on the extent to which 
international conventions (e.g., the Convention on 
the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination 
Against Women or CEDAW) and other accountabili-
ty mechanisms have played a role in successfully 
narrowing gender gaps and improving the lives of 
women and girls. To date, Sweden’s reporting 
process on their Feminist Foreign Policy has been 
in the form of illustrative case studies rather than 
quantifiable data on outcomes across all levers of 
foreign policy. It is recommended that a U.S. policy 
take on a more robust framework for monitoring 
and evaluating outcomes, rather than outputs, and 
be made publicly available on a regular basis. 

With the understanding that complex social norm 
change takes time, reporting is still necessary to 
demonstrate incremental progress where the 
feminist foreign policy practices are having the 
greatest impact and where they are not. By making 
these actions more visible, greater progress against 
is more likely. In this respect, France’s policy is 
perhaps a good example: they have articulated 
actionable objectives and outcomes, indicators, key 
stakeholders, and an anticipated timeline for com-
pletion against five core areas. The United States 
should undertake a similar mechanism in their 
reporting, creating new, rather than repackaged, 
commitments that are specific, measurable, achiev-
able, relevant and time-bound (SMART).

The United States should also strive for a model of 

external validation, wherein independent research-
ers and civil society representatives examine the 
extent to which commitments have been met and 
report publicly on their findings.

VII. Conclusion

The above recommendations for the restructuring 
and reprioritization of U.S. foreign policy efforts to 
advance a feminist foreign policy on behalf of the 
United States should be viewed as a starting point. 
In the coming months, there will be a series of 
stakeholder consultations to further refine and 
augment this proposal, seeking the benefit of 
additional expertise. At the end of this process, a 
comprehensive proposal will be developed for 
harnessing the full power of U.S. foreign policy in a 
manner that prioritizes gender equality and environ-
mental integrity, enshrines the human rights of all, 
seeks to disrupt colonial, patriarchal and male-dom-
inated power structures and allocates significant 
resources, including research, to achieve that 
vision.

Annex - List of Acronyms and Definitions

Agency: An individual or group’s ability to make 
choices and to transform those choices into desired 
outcomes. Incorporating agency into policy requires 
contemplating issues of autonomy, choice, empow-
erment and meaningful engagement. A feminist 
lens on agency moves beyond seeing women as 
participants or beneficiaries; it means that women 
in all their diversity are experts on their own experi-
ence, agents of their own lives and actors in their 
community and society. 

Bodily autonomy: Achieving the highest standard 
of sexual and reproductive health and
rights is based on the fundamental human rights of 
all individuals to: have their bodily integrity, privacy 
and personal autonomy respected; freely define 
their own sexuality; decide whether and when to be 
sexually active; choose their sexual partners; have 
safe and pleasurable sexual experiences; decide 
whether, when and whom to marry; decide whether, 
when and by what means to have a child or 
children and how many children to have; and have 
access over their lifetimes to the information, 
resources, services and support necessary to 
achieve all the above, free from discrimination, 
coercion, exploitation and violence.

even as the policy is implemented. This 
“co-creation” process should not be a 
one-time event, but rather an iterative and 
reflective exercise that is progressively more 
inclusive over time.

● Adopt or expand gender policies in the White 
House and each agency responsible for 
implementing feminist foreign policy, includ-
ing mandatory gender analyses for all proj-
ects and programs. 

● Gender analyses should be standard prac-
tice in program implementation throughout 
the government, tailored for each agency.  
Gender policies should be both internally and 
externally facing, from personnel decisions to 
agency program interventions. Agencies 
include but are not limited to the Millennium 
Challenge Corporation (MCC), the Depart-
ment of State (State), Department of Defense 
(DOD), Department of Justice (DOJ), Depart-
ment of Agriculture (USDA), Peace Corps, 
the U.S. Agency for International Develop-
ment (USDAID) and the U.S. International 
Development Finance Corporation.  

● Articulate policy limitations: where implemen-
tation of U.S. foreign policy countervenes the 
principles of a feminist foreign policy, includ-
ing in cases of national security, the rationale 
must be publicly articulated. 

● Adopt a common accountability framework 
tracking desired goals, objectives, targets 
and outcomes of the U.S. feminist foreign 
policy as part of a transparent consultation 
process between the government and civil 
society, including but not limited to the public 
reporting of annual progress to promote 
gender equality through both internal opera-
tions and external foreign policy functions. 

V. Agency and/or “Lever”-Specific Recom-
mendations for U.S. Feminist Foreign 
Policy

1. Foreign Assistance 
U.S. foreign assistance helps tens of millions of 
people each year, often providing life-saving assis-
tance. As important as this aid is, it still accounts for 
a tiny slice of the U.S. federal budget, less than one 
percent.13 Of that, a smaller amount supports 
gender equality and inclusion. An infinitesimal 
amount finds its way to local, women-led and 
feminist organizations and grassroots gender 
equality movements—key indicators of the extent 

to which foreign assistance prioritizes gender 
equality. 

A U.S. feminist foreign policy would promote 
gender equality through (1) robust and transparent 
funding to promote gender equality in international 
development and humanitarian assistance; (2) 
gender analysis of all international development 
and humanitarian assistance activities; (3) consul-
tation with and direct investments in women-led 
and women’s rights organizations globally; (4) full 
funding for comprehensive sexual, reproductive 
health and rights programs; and (5) the removal of 
harmful conditio ns tied to U.S. foreign assistance.

One challenge with transparent funding is that most 
mechanisms for tracking foreign assistance are 
self-reported. How one donor government or 
specific development agency defines a project as 
impacting gender equality may differ from another. 
Dollars counted towards promoting gender equality 
may also count towards economic growth or educa-
tion, for example, which makes it difficult to track 
the exact amounts spent to increase gender equali-
ty. One of the most widely used mechanisms to 
track aid that is intended to promote gender equali-
ty is the OECD’s Development Assistance Commit-
tee (DAC) gender equality policy marker. This is a 
qualitative statistical tool that members use to 
report annually on whether an aid activity “principal-
ly” or “significantly” targets gender equality as a 
policy objective. Some private sector entities and 
philanthropies have also begun to monitor their 
activities with this tool.14 While it can be a good way 
to compare country investments against one anoth-
er, there is also the potential for inaccurate report-
ing, given that the current system lacks any form of 
external validation or independent review of donors’
self-reported data. In addition to the DAC recom-
mendations below, the accountability section which 
follows enumerates several other recommenda-
tions for reporting and prioritizing gender equality. 
These include support for women’s rights organiza-
tions in the form of funding and greater transparen-
cy around how projects and programs mainstream 
and/or prioritize gender. Where OECD DAC recom-
mendations are made, below, it is because that is 
currently the best form of tracking and implement-
ing these requests most immediately and before a 
more robust and transparent mechanism can be 
created and utilized.
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Environmental integrity: the sustenance of 
biophysical processes that support all living organ-
isms, by protecting diversity, ecological functions 
and resilience of all ecosystems. 

Feminist foreign policy: Feminist foreign policy is 
the policy of a state that defines its interactions with 
other states, as well as movements and other 
non-state actors, in a manner that prioritizes gender 
equality and environmental integrity, enshrines the 
human rights of all, seeks to disrupt colonial, racist, 
patriarchal and male-dominated power structures 
and allocates significant resources, including 
research, to achieve that vision. Feminist foreign 
policy is coherent in its approach across all of its 
levers of influence, anchored by the exercise of 
those values at home and co-created with feminist 
activists, groups and movements, at home and 
abroad.

Intersectionality: The multiple aspects of identity 
that play out in people’s lives and experiences that 
can compound and exacerbate oppression. An 
intersectional approach in policy takes account the 
complex ways that multiple identities intersect and 
influence interests, participation and outcomes.an 
approach that takes into account and seeks to 
address the multiple and often intersecting forms of 
discrimination such as gender, race, age, class, 
socioeconomic status, physical or mental ability, 
gender or sexual identity, religion, or ethnicity.24

Sexual and reproductive health and rights: A 
state of physical, emotional, mental and social 
well-being in relation to all aspects of sexuality and 
reproduction, not merely the absence of disease, 
dysfunction, or infirmity. Therefore, a positive 
approach to sexuality and reproduction should 
recognize the part played by pleasurable sexual 
relationships, trust and communication in promoting 
self-esteem and overall well-being. All individuals 
have a right to make decisions governing their 
bodies and to access services that support that 
right.”25

Abbreviations: 
DAC: Development Assistance Committee of the 

OECD
DOD: U.S. Department of Defense 
DOJ: U.S. Department of Justice
LGBTQIA+: Lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, 

intersex, queer/questioning, intersex, asexual 
and many other terms, such as non-binary and 
pansexual.

OECD: Organisation for Economic Co-operation 
and Development

SRHR: Sexual and reproductive health and rights
USAID: U.S. Agency for International Development 
USDA: U.S. Department of Agriculture
WPS: Women, peace and security
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IV. Cross-Cutting Recommendations for 
Implementation of Key Principles

There are five cross-cutting elements that are 
necessary to advance feminist foreign policy across 
the whole-of-government: (1) High level leadership
with mandate to promote feminist foreign policy; (2) 
Commitment to gender parity, diversity and inclu-
sion both internally, among leadership and staff, 
and externally, co-created12 with feminists outside 
government; (3) Training and capacity-building to 
ensure robust implementation; (4) Gender analysis 
underlying all aspects of foreign policy; and (5) 
Adequate resourcing to ensure all of the above.

The full embrace of these elements would be a 
considerable departure from the status quo of how 
U.S. foreign policy is currently structured. As such, 
this discussion draft outlines two architectural 
models that might achieve this. Over the course of 
the ensuing consultations and outreach these 
proposals will be sharpened and adapted to inform 
the final proposal for a U.S. feminist foreign policy, 
to be published in early 2020. 

Potential Models of High-Level Leadership for 
Feminist Foreign Policy

1. Presidential Leadership and Mainstreaming 
Throughout Current Structures
In this model, the President announces that the 
United States will adopt a feminist foreign policy, to 
be co-created and implemented in consultation with 
feminists inside and outside of government, and 
commits to ensure cohesion across all levers of 
foreign policy using existing structures. Under this 
approach, the executive branch adopts a coherent 
and unified vision for feminist foreign policy, and 
each agency articulates a series of commitments— 
including staffing, budgetary, legislative affairs and 
communications—to implement it. High-level 
leadership and cohesion would likely spur more 
meaningful action throughout the government and 
ensure that the agenda is mainstreamed across all 
relevant agencies as well as become a core priority 
for White House offices, including public engage-
ment, legislative affairs and the National Security 
Council (NSC).

2. New Structures: Creation of A Feminist Coun-
cil in the White House
Another model is the establishment of a new and 
separate authority for the development, implemen-

tation, and reporting of a U.S. feminist foreign 
policy, potentially including a standalone body to 
guide and monitor implementation. This would 
include Secretaries of each agency as well as civil 
society leaders from the United States and around 
the world. The council would oversee a robust 
budget and would coordinate with relevant domes-
tic agencies as well. This council would have 
statutory authority as well as a public engagement 
function, centralizing engagement with gender 
issues and coordinating key high-level stakeholders 
across and outside of the government, including the 
NSC. The work of the White House Council on 
Women and Girls, which has traditionally had a 
more domestic than global focus, would be 
subsumed under the new Council as it would 
include an equal emphasis on a feminist approach 
to policy at home and abroad. The Council would 
coordinate efforts—from policy formulation to 
implementation and progress reporting--across 
agencies, elevating gender issues in the executive 
branch and integrating gender within White House 
structures. 

It is critical that such a structure have authority, 
funding and a mandate to meaningfully and trans-
parently engage with civil society. Otherwise, it runs 
the risk of separating gender from the places where 
power is concentrated and where key decisions are 
made, rather than integrating gender into the fabric 
of the government. The Council could also include 
members outside of government, particularly 
women and other marginalized groups from the 
Global South who would advise relevant agencies 
on of the outcomes, goals and objectives against 
which to be measured, which would be particularly 
important for ensuring foreign assistance is deliv-
ered in line with its intentions.

3. Additional Actions to Develop and Implement 
Feminist Foreign Policy Across Government
In addition to one of the above structural models for 
feminist foreign policy, the following actions should 
be implemented across the whole-of-government. 
Agency-specific recommendations follow in the 
ensuing section.

● Achieve gender parity in political appoint-
ments and diversity and intersectional repre-
sentation throughout all agencies and ranks 
of government.

● Co-create  feminist foreign policy with femi-
nists inside and outside of the government, 

I. Background

With the launch of Sweden’s Feminist Foreign 
Policy in 2014,1 Canada’s Feminist Foreign Assis-
tance Policy in 20172 and France’s Feminist 
Foreign Policy in 2019,3 a group of Washing-
ton-based foreign policy experts and advocates for 
global gender equality came together over the 
course of three days in August of 2019 to sketch out 
what such an effort might look like for the United 
States. The group's discussion built off of a 
research review of feminist foreign policy as 
expressed by other countries,4 as well as ideas 
surfaced from consultations with more than 100 
feminist activists from over 30 countries. The 
experts gathered discussed policy ideas in the 
following areas: diplomacy, defense, foreign assis-
tance and trade, as well as in the cross-cutting 
issue areas of climate change5 and sexual and 
reproductive health and rights.6 A final policy 
agenda will be refined through global consultations 
and input of additional experts and organizations, 
and will be published ahead of events marking the 
25th anniversary of the Fourth World Conference 
on Women in Beijing and resulting Declaration and 
Platform for Action.7 This document elucidates a 
vision for the highest standard of U.S. foreign policy 
that promotes gender equality, human rights, peace 
and environmental integrity. It includes a proposed 
definition, key principles and policy recommenda-
tions that will be expanded and refined over coming 
months.

II. Defining a Feminist Foreign Policy for the 
United States

A country’s foreign policy is a statement of its 
values and priorities. The implementation of foreign 
policy, across all of its various levers, is one demon-
stration of how a nation lives its values. Now more 
than ever, the United States needs a feminist 
approach—one that fundamentally alters the way 
the nation conducts itself, prioritizing the importance 
of diplomatic solutions, cooperating with allies and 
international institutions, embracing a progressive, 
inclusive and rights-based agenda, valuing the 
voices of the most marginalized and addressing 
racist, ableist, sexist, homophobic and transphobic 
and patriarchal and/or male-dominated systems of 
power. 

Foreign policy shapes how a government defines 

and prioritizes peace and security, structures trade, 
provides humanitarian aid and development assis-
tance and works with other nations and non-state 
actors. Coherence across all aspects of foreign 
policy is paramount for a feminist approach; so too 
should coherence extend across domestic and 
foreign policy, with both embracing the same femi-
nist values.

To clarify the goals of a feminist foreign policy and 
to promote coherence of a feminist approach 
across policy domains, the following draft definition 
is proposed: 

Feminist foreign policy is the policy of a state that 
defines its interactions with other states, as well as 
movements and other non-state actors, in a manner 
that prioritizes gender equality and environmental 
integrity, enshrines the human rights of all, seeks to 
disrupt colonial, racist, patriarchal and male-domi-
nated power structures, and allocates significant 
resources, including research, to achieve that 
vision. Feminist foreign policy is coherent in its 
approach across all of its levers of influence, 
anchored by the exercise of those values at home 
and co-created with feminist activists, groups and 
movements, at home and abroad.

Taking that as the guiding vision for feminist foreign 
policy, there are a number of key principles and 
policy recommendations that apply across the 
whole of the U.S. government. Following this, 
specific policy recommendations are made for each 
of the major levers of foreign policy—aid, trade, 
diplomacy and defense—as well as thematic priori-
ties that should be addressed within a U.S. feminist 
foreign policy. This is not yet a complete policy 
package; additional consultations and efforts will 
augment, refine and supplement this opening salvo 
over the course of ensuing months. However, it is a 
solid start.

III. Key Principles for U.S. Feminist Foreign 
Policy

Given the complicated legacy of U.S. global 
engagement as both a colony and colonizer, as well 
as its associated history of struggles for racial, 
gender and environmental integrity both at home 
and abroad, a number of key principles should 
underpin a U.S. feminist foreign policy.

First, human rights are women’s rights and wom-
en’s rights are human rights. U.S. foreign policy 
must respect the rights recognized by international 
and domestic law and should place itself on the 
side of those seeking to defend and expand the 
rights and freedoms of individuals and groups 
around the world. 

Second, U.S. policy should be representative, 
inclusive, responsive and accountable to stake-
holders. Foreign policy has traditionally been 
informed by patriarchal and discriminatory social 
norms and implemented through male-dominated 
institutions. A feminist approach demands gender 
parity in representation, as well as active commit-
ment to gender, racial and other forms of diversity, 
equity and inclusion. A U.S. government commit-
ment to diversity and inclusion should not exclu-
sively focus on rhetoric and internal processes, but 
also on the impact of its policies and public-private 
partnerships on diverse communities. As such, this 
principle includes a government-wide commitment 
to consultation with civil society and feminist move-
ments outside of government, including and espe-
cially in the Global South. 

Third, a feminist foreign policy should take an 
intersectional approach to feminism. This is an 
approach that takes into account and seeks to 
address the multiple and often intersecting forms of 
discrimination such as gender, race, age, class, 
socioeconomic status, physical or mental ability, 
gender or sexual identity, religion or ethnicity.8

Fourth, a feminist foreign policy should promote 
and protect bodily autonomy. Recognizing that the 
oppression of women and gender-nonconforming 
individuals has traditionally been expressed in the 
regulation and restriction of bodies and rights, a 
feminist approach would model its inverse, starting 
with the basic principle of bodily autonomy. A
feminist approach embraces sexual and reproduc-
tive health and rights, which according to the 
Guttmacher Institute is defined as: “A state of 
physical, emotional, mental and social well-being in 
relation to all aspects of sexuality and reproduction, 
not merely the absence of disease, dysfunction, or 
infirmity. Therefore, a positive approach to sexuality 
and reproduction should recognize the part played 
by pleasurable sexual relationships, trust and 
communication in promoting self-esteem and 
overall well-being. All individuals have a right to 
make decisions governing their bodies and to 

access services that support that right.”9 This 
approach should also enshrine bodily autonomy, 
which the Blueprint for Sexual and Reproductive 
Health, Rights and Justice defines as: “Achieving 
the highest standard of sexual and reproductive 
health and rights is based on the fundamental 
human rights of all individuals to: have their bodily 
integrity, privacy and personal autonomy respected; 
freely define their own sexuality; decide whether 
and when to be sexually active; choose their sexual 
partners; have safe and pleasurable sexual experi-
ences; decide whether, when and whom to marry; 
decide whether, when and by what means to have 
a child or children and how many children to have; 
and have access over their lifetimes to the informa-
tion, resources, services and support necessary to 
achieve all the above, free from discrimination, 
coercion, exploitation and violence.”

Fifth, environmental integrity. Here, environmental 
integrity is defined as the sustenance of biophysical 
processes that support all living organisms, by 
protecting diversity, ecological functions and resil-
ience of all ecosystems. Climate change erodes 
human freedoms and limits choice. However, the 
impacts of climate change are not felt equally. 
Climate change affects everyone, but women and 
men experience the impacts differently, and women 
are often disproportionately negatively affected. 
Women, compared to men, often have limited 
access to resources, more restricted rights, limited 
mobility and a muted voice in shaping decisions 
and influencing policy. Climate change can also 
impact security, particularly for those who are 
already most vulnerable in a society, often women, 
girls, gender minorities and LGBTQIA+ persons, 
those with disabilities and most especially those 
with intersecting marginalized identities. Threats 
related to the climate crisis generally viewed as a  
“threat multiplier- a phenomenon that can worsen 
or exacerbate other sources of instability and 
conflict, such as competition for natural resources 
and ethnic tensions.”10  By way of just one exam-
ple, following extreme climate-related flooding in 
Bangladesh, child marriage rates soared.11 All 
efforts to adapt to and mitigate climate change 
must include specific protections for and acknowl-
edgment of the harm to communities of color, 
indigenous peoples and other frontline and margin-
alized communities around the world, while seeking 
to address gender inequality.

Currently, U.S. foreign assistance has several 
contingencies, ranging from how goods and 
services are sourced and delivered to how trade 
agreements are shaped. These contingencies often 
make aid costlier to deliver and less effective 
overall. It is recommended that all limiting condi-
tions  on U.S. foreign assistance be removed, such 
as the prioritization of U.S. private sector entities 
and faith-based organizations through foreign 
assistance. In its current form, U.S. foreign policy 
exempts some U.S.-funded organizations from 
implementing U.S. policy. Other forms of contingen-
cies make it difficult to establish the trust required to 
implement services, reach key populations and 
otherwise directly engage with those USAID is most 
meant to serve. The removal of conditions on U.S. 
foreign assistance would make assistance dollars 
go farther.

Recommendations for all agencies providing 
foreign assistance including USAID, State, DOD, 
MCC, the Peace Corps, DOJ, USDA and the 
Department of Labor:

● Increase investments in gender equality as 
measured by the OECD-DAC, as well as 
direct support for women’s rights organiza-
tions. 

● Prioritize co-creation and local ownership of 
foreign aid, with local constituencies inform-
ing development programs from their incep-
tion through to evaluation, including participa-
tory approaches such as community score-
cards. 

● Allocate robust and transparent funding for 
gender equality in international development 
and humanitarian assistance, and throughout 
foreign assistance. This should include a floor 
of 20 percent of ODA for gender equality as a 
principal objective (OECD-DAC marker 2) 
and requiring gender analysis for all of U.S. 
foreign assistance programs (OECD-DAC 
marker 1 and 2 combined, gender equality as 
a principal or significant objective). 

● Substantially increase direct investments in 
women-led and women’s rights organiza-
tions. One mechanism that should be consid-
ered in this regard is Canada’s recent-
ly-launched Equality Fund, which supports 
women’s rights organizations and feminist 
movements by providing technical assis-
tance, financial resources and grounding that 
work in the priorities identified by local orga-

nizations and the movements leading change 
in their communities.15 Of particular interest is 
that the Fund itself ($300m CAD) is managed 
by feminist funders—including women’s 
funds and gender-lens investors—and not by 
Canada’s development agency.

● Repeal the expanded Mexico City Policy 
(also referred to as “Protecting Life in Global 
Health Assistance” by the current administra-
tion or the global gag rule by advocates) and 
ensure funding for sexual and reproductive 
health and comprehensive sexuality educa-
tion. This aligns with other actions raised 
during the August 2019 convening, including 
working with Congress to end the Helms 
Amendment (banning the use of federal 
funds for abortion as a family planning 
method) and National Security Presidential 
Directive 22 (which conflates human traffick-
ing and sex work), as well as the foreign 
policy proposals outlined in the Blueprint for 
Sexual and Reproductive Health, Rights and 
Justice.

[Placeholder for Feminist Humanitarian Aid]
The majority of the group discussion on feminist aid 
focused on development assistance, to the exclu-
sion of humanitarian assistance. This will be 
addressed after future consultation with humanitari-
an organizations such as the International Rescue 
Committee (which has recently launched a feminist 
approach to humanitarian aid).

2. Trade 
Trade is a necessary and vital component of a 
nation’s economic success and growth and a key 
part of their engagement with other nations. At 
various points in the nation’s history, trade has 
been used as a way to grow America’s power 
globally, to maintain world order, to encourage 
peace, reduce domestic debt and to combat autoc-
racy.

A U.S. feminist foreign policy would prioritize femi-
nist trade policy through the promotion of women’s 
rights and equitable and dignified labor practices up 
and down the value chain, as well as the reduction 
and mitigation of the harmful impacts of climate 
change associated with trade. Importantly, it would 
go beyond where other countries who have insert-
ed a gender chapter in trade agreements have 
gone, including women’s rights commitments in the 
binding sections of deals. 

A successful trade policy should be one that: (1) 
Refrains from trade deals that won't equally benefit 
women due to de jure discrimination (e.g., import-
ing goods from sectors that have legal restrictions 
on women's employment); (2) Prioritizes support of 
local actors —– e.g., trade unions or workers’ rights 
organizations — to engage in trade negotiations 
and raise complaints/violations; and (3) Set targets 
for public procurement from women-owned firms.

Mechanisms exist for analyzing gender impacts of 
trade  throughout the value chain, such as those 
developed for gender analysis in MCC  and World 
Bank projects, or a certification mechanism, such 
as EDGE. Such mechanisms could track the 
amount of trade dollars that go towards wom-
en-owned businesses and promoting women’s and 
gender equality in the value chain, giving a compet-
itive advantage to those private sector entities who 
are doing more to promote gender equality in order 
to foster private sector growth in this area.

Specific recommendations for trade policy and 
practices under a U.S. feminist foreign policy 
include:

● The development of new mechanisms to link 
gender equality to environmental and labor 
concerns in trade agreements. 

● Incorporating women’s human rights and 
gender equality in bilateral and multilateral 
trade agreements, specifically in the binding 
sections. This includes principles around 
debt and redress in how these objectives are 
met. 

● Re-engagement in the Paris Agreement, 
which articulates some of these principles in 
the preamble. The United States should go 
further than the Paris Agreement, however, 
to operationalize these principles. 

● Support for and investment in the United 
Nations Framework Convention on Climate 
Change (UNFCCC) gender action plan, 
including aims to enhance women's partici-
pation and leadership in national delegations 
and on boards and bodies of the Convention, 
as well as enhanced gender-responsive 
implementation of national climate plans and 
policies. The UNFCCC supports increased 
participation of women in climate negotia-
tions and also contains specific gender 
action plans which reports on boards and 
bodies, includes a senior gender advisor and 

gender team and requests for training. The 
United States should be aware of and 
engaged in improving trade negotiations in 
their national plans and tracked against 
gender and climate actions.  

● Working towards the goal of mobilizing jointly 
$100 billion per year by 2020, the United 
States should re-commit ambitious and 
fair-share contributions to the Green Climate 
Fund, ensuring gender-responsive financing. 

● All trade agreements should include a 
gender analysis as well as a strategy for 
energy democracy and emissions reduction 
and climate change mitigation. There should 
be a financial commitment that is 100 
percent gender-responsive. 

● Trade agreements should not enforce ideo-
logically-driven agendas, such as privatiza-
tion of government entities or dismantling of 
health, safety and labor protections. The 
harms of these measures usually fall most 
heavily on women, lower income and margin-
alized people and are rarely compensated 
directly or indirectly through improved job 
creation or income. 

3. Defense
In order to achieve the goal of a more peaceful and 
healthy planet, U.S. national security and defense 
operations must be transformed. U.S. military 
interventions should be a last resort after fully 
utilizing the many and powerful tools available 
within the foreign policy apparatus: diplomacy, aid 
and trade. Military action should be primarily 
defensive in nature and require a very high stan-
dard of need. Additionally, military action should 
only be undertaken with a full and democratic 
debate, due political process16 and full disclosure of 
rationale, analysis of implications and clear goals 
and milestones for intervention. Where military 
action is chosen, it should be carefully overseen 
and subject to sunset provisions aimed at prevent-
ing mission creep, civilian deaths and ongoing 
obligations to continued military operations. 

Furthermore, a more feminist military policy com-
mits to preventing and responding to gender-based 
violence in conflict and to meaningfully including 
women and those who face discrimination in 
security forces, peace negotiations and post-con-
flict rebuilding. It encourages a diversity of intelli-
gence sources, including women and other margin-
alized groups, to understand the true scope of 

security concerns and impacts of potential actions 
and design responses with those interests in mind. 

The body of international and U.S. law that has 
most directly sought to advance this approach to 
military action is U.N. Security Council Resolution 
1325 and ensuing, “sister” resolutions that have 
formed the women, peace and security (WPS) 
agenda. A radical resolution when it passed in 
2000, UNSCR 1325 sought to advance human 
security and the promotion of peace via specific 
protections for women’s safety in conflict settings 
and their meaningful involvement in peacekeeping 
and humanitarian response, peace processes and 
rebuilding post-conflict.17 The United States has 
sought to incorporate UNSCR 1325 into its foreign 
policy through the U.S. National Action Plan (NAP) 
on Women, Peace and Security, first launched in 
2011 and updated in 2016,18 and subsequently by 
the Women, Peace and Security Act of 2017 and 
mandated National Strategy on Women, Peace and 
Security of 2019.19 Taken together, these laws and 
policies give the defense community the doctrinal 
mandate to implement UNSCR 1325 as a core part 
of their work. Gender analyses across both internal 
and external defense operations and an explicit 
focus on expanding gender expertise through 
training and recruitment and the diversification of 
intelligence sources will go a long way in advancing 
the necessary transformation of the U.S. defense 
apparatus in line with various existing WPS policy 
frameworks.

Specific recommendations for defense efforts 
authorized under a U.S. feminist foreign policy 
include:

● Crafting a National Security Strategy (NSS) 
that reflects women’s and other marginalized 
and gendered experiences.

● Fully implementing U.S. commitments to the 
women, peace and security agenda. In order 
to ensure that the U.S. government upholds 
these commitments, Congress should not 
release funds to agencies who are not imple-
menting their obligations in this area.  

● Creating a new, high-level position, either 
reporting to the Secretary of Defense at DOD 
or reporting to the National Security Advisor 
at the NSC, that is charged with developing 
and overseeing implementation of a more 
feminist approach to defense as part of the 
U.S. feminist foreign policy.

● Ensuring equal opportunity to meet perfor-
mance standards for female and LGBTQIA+ 
servicemembers.

● Lifting the transgender servicemember ban.
● Retooling internal policies to ensure provision 

of child care and spousal support that does 
not assume a male service member and 
female “trailing” spouse, and a total redesign 
of promotion and retention policies to be 
predicated on the successful implementation 
of gender equitable work and increased and 
diverse recruitment and promotion

● Ensuring comprehensive coverage of and 
access to sexual and reproductive health 
services, including contraception and abor-
tion, for people serving in the military. 

● Designing and delivering meaningful and 
consistently implemented justice mechanisms 
for those within the military system, but also 
for those outside of the system but against 
whom acts of gender-based violence are 
committed by military personnel.

● Providing increased training on the women, 
peace and security agenda and its integration 
into military colleges and training. An intro-
duction to WPS should be part of basic 
training. Additionally, there should be an 
independent evaluation gender training 
program at DOD that includes recommenda-
tions for improvement that are acted upon. In 
order to ensure a gender lens is incorporated 
across the board and not siloed or marginal-
ized, each and every member of U.S. 
defense and military operations—including 
political appointees and contractors—should 
receive training in gender analysis. 

4. Diplomacy
The United States must foster increased collabora-
tion and cooperation among state and non-state 
actors. This includes supporting the institutions and 
mechanisms that facilitate cooperation and non-mil-
itary conflict resolution and peaceful competition, as 
well as mitigating the effects of climate change. A
new framework for diplomacy is necessary to 
implement a feminist foreign policy that is respon-
sive to these and other concerns and will require 
leadership by both Congress and all elements of 
U.S. diplomatic action. If the United States is to lead 
the world as a moral authority or rapporteur on 
human rights abuses, then it must lead by example, 
particularly with countries where women’s freedom 
and bodily autonomy is a concern. There are three 

areas for immediate and sustained action to 
advance feminist diplomacy in the United States: 
(1) internal State Department  staffing, training and
operations; (2) bilateral and multilateral diplomatic
efforts;  and (3) the design and delivery of foreign
assistance funding and technical assistance.

Recommendations include:

● The appointment of a high-level representa-
tive tasked with oversight of the feminist
approach to diplomacy, including all external
and internal (HR) practices, and reporting
directly to the Secretary of State.

● In order for the United States to have a
feminist, collaborative, civilian-led diplomacy
equal to the challenges faced, the decline in
funding and staffing of the State Department
must be reversed. A specific percentage or
dollar amount of recommended funding for
both improving internal staffing and training
and to support programs that prioritize
gender equity globally is forthcoming.

● The commitment of the State Department to
achieving gender balance amongst all U.S.
diplomatic personnel, including foreign
service and civil service officers, political
appointees, cabinet and high-level roles.
Gender balance should not be the only
measure of success: the diplomatic architec-
ture needs equal representation of women,
yes, but especially women of color, trans
women and other intersectional and margin-
alized identities at all levels and in all auspic-
es of diplomacy.

● Mandatory training on gender, SRHR,
anti-racism and implicit bias training in both
early-career and ongoing professional devel-
opment. In the mandatory six-week training
course that all foreign service officers (FSOs)
undergo, known as the A100, advancing
gender equality should be a key component.
In addition to FSOs, anyone working with
State Department funding should undergo
the gender training, and all FSOs should
participate in periodic and mandatory refresh-
er courses on gender and SRHR as a key
part of professional development.

● An update to the State human resources
policies to ensure that leave policies, includ-
ing family leave, child care, deployment
options and policies, trailing spouses and
more, build towards a more equitable and

just workforce and encourage the promotion 
and retention of those who choose to 
become parents. Gender-based violence and 
workplace harassment should not be tolerat-
ed, and policies that allow abusers to move 
from one post to another once accused 
without facing consequences related to their 
employment and/or promotion should be 
abolished. 

● The elevation of the issue of gender equality
in bilateral meetings and have consistent
redlines that can be deployed in negotiations
surrounding climate and other multilateral
agreements.

● The United States must acknowledge and
codify inconsistencies with an acknowledge-
ment and procedure for why violating U.S.
ideals to engage in diplomatic actions or
negotiations that undermine feminist foreign
policy goals and objectives. As part of this,
the U.S. government should define terminolo-
gy, including SRHR and clearly articulate
redlines and what is acceptable in multilateral
negotiations and include an explicit process
whereby the United States can remove itself
from negotiations or agreements.

● The United States must also codify process-
es where there are inconsistencies between
diplomacy and the overarching goals of a
feminist foreign policy. This includes engage-
ment with countries that perpetuate human
rights abuses and drawing redlines around
where engagement is helpful to those whose
rights are abused and where, even if it
serves national interests, the United States
cannot engage with such states.

● Mandatory gender analyses in order to
receive State Department funding and
include transparent reporting and account-
ability measures against those metrics, this
includes ex ante estimates and ex post
reports. Further to that, guidance should be
issued to Embassies on the status of women
and prioritizing the status of women a metric
for evaluating the growth of any country.
Diplomatic tools like the State Department’s
annual Country Reports on Human Rights
Practices should include robust evidence on
all aspects of women’s human rights, includ-
ing SRHR. These annual country reports are
key documents for development, humanitari-
an and private sector actors who rely on the
information they contain to make important

decisions and investments. 
● The United States must hold itself to the 

same standards to which it holds other state 
actors, reporting on human rights practices 
and abuses as part of the annual country 
Human Rights Reports. This has been done 
in the past in Trafficking in Persons (TIP) 
reports. 

[Placeholder for Immigration]
The group discussion on feminist foreign policy 
raised immigration as a priority issue that would 
need to be addressed but those present lacked 
expertise in this area. Limited recommendations 
that emerged in the course of discussion included 
recognizing gender-based violence and reproduc-
tive coercion (including forced pregnancy) as 
eligibility criteria for individuals seeking asylum in 
the United States as well as law enforcement 
training on these types of claims and how to 
respond and the closure of private detention 
centers and ending of the family separation policy 
for those in detention as well as immigrants and 
asylum seekers. Additional insights will be captured 
in this area in ensuing consultations and a more 
robust chapter on immigration will appear in the 
final proposal released early next year.

VI. Accountability Mechanisms

Perhaps the greatest issue that has emerged from 
consultations to-date is the importance of account-
ability: ensuring that promises to advance a feminist 
approach are honored through full funding, the 
development of participatory approaches to policy 
formulation and implementation, the setting and 
reaching of specific, time-bound and measurable 
goals and through transparency. 

For the purposes of this paper, accountability of a 
feminist foreign policy includes: 1) A process of 
commitment-making, implementation and evalua-
tion that is evidence-based, transparent and inclu-
sive of individuals impacted by its practice; and 2) 
the generation of outcomes that do no harm and 
are desired by and beneficial to those impacted.

Structurally speaking, a U.S. feminist foreign policy 
must be accompanied by a robust mechanism by 
which to publicly track progress on implementation 
and hold promises to account. Two key factors 
within this are the allocation of sufficient funds for 
the full implementation of the policy, and a transpar-

ent and inclusive system of reporting on progress 
and outcomes.

1. Funding
As noted above, the OECD-DAC gender equality 
policy marker records aid activities around a 
three-point scoring system and notes whether the 
policy objective is to promote gender equality as a 
primary objective, significant objective or whether 
gender equality was not targeted as an objective.20

While the gender marker is an imperfect metric, it is 
an immediately available one. Using the 
OECD-DAC marker, a recommended 100 percent 
of U.S. foreign assistance should have gender as a 
principal or significant objective, and of that foreign 
assistance, twenty percent must include gender 
equality as a primary goal. This is consistent with 
Sweden’s achievements under their feminist foreign 
policy,21 and with recommendations by feminist 
activists organizing to influence the Group of 7 (G7) 
in 2019.22

This mechanism needs significant improvements. 
There should be alignment between U.S. budget 
creation and reporting timelines and OECD-DAC 
timelines to ensure that U.S. commitments intended 
to promote gender equality are captured accurately. 
Currently, the Congressional Budget Justification 
(CBJ), which is “the annual presentation to the 
Congress that justifies the entire Foreign Opera-
tions Budget Request and reflects the continuing 
process to provide improved strategic focus, data 
quality”23 occurs early in the calendar year and is 
based on the U.S. government fiscal year, whereas 
the OECD-DAC timeline is not.

In addition to increased and more transparent 
funding for gender equality, the inclusion of groups 
and individuals typically excluded from decision 
making processes is pivotal. Grassroots and local 
organizations best-placed to do critical work to 
reduce gender inequality often lack the technical 
and financial resources to apply for U.S. govern-
ment funding. U.S. policy should balance grass-
roots and community inclusion with mitigating time 
and resource burdens on organizations expected to 
represent traditionally marginalized viewpoints. One 
model to consider in this effort is the recently-estab-
lished Equality Fund. 

Another shortcoming of this mechanism is that it is 
self-reported and there is no external validation or 
independent review confirming that donor-reported 

data is aligned to OECD guidelines for each gender 
policy marker. There should be an independent 
mechanism that tracks and validates self-reported 
data consistently across countries.

2. Reporting
Feminist policymaking must distinguish itself from 
business-as-usual both in its process and 
outcomes. Policymakers and implementers will 
need to clearly articulate those policies or condi-
tions that violet feminist principles (e.g., Tanzania’s 
banning of girls from school when they become 
pregnant). Decisions about what these circum-
stances are, and what U.S. policy reactions should 
be, must be made in consultation with local actors 
to avoid unintended consequences and should be 
transparently reported on to the public as a part of a 
regular reporting. The policy itself, as well as the 
reporting on it, should avoid the creation of new, 
siloed initiatives and explore how to streamline 
existing accountability processes.

We have limited evidence on the extent to which 
international conventions (e.g., the Convention on 
the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination 
Against Women or CEDAW) and other accountabili-
ty mechanisms have played a role in successfully 
narrowing gender gaps and improving the lives of 
women and girls. To date, Sweden’s reporting 
process on their Feminist Foreign Policy has been 
in the form of illustrative case studies rather than 
quantifiable data on outcomes across all levers of 
foreign policy. It is recommended that a U.S. policy 
take on a more robust framework for monitoring 
and evaluating outcomes, rather than outputs, and 
be made publicly available on a regular basis. 

With the understanding that complex social norm 
change takes time, reporting is still necessary to 
demonstrate incremental progress where the 
feminist foreign policy practices are having the 
greatest impact and where they are not. By making 
these actions more visible, greater progress against 
is more likely. In this respect, France’s policy is 
perhaps a good example: they have articulated 
actionable objectives and outcomes, indicators, key 
stakeholders, and an anticipated timeline for com-
pletion against five core areas. The United States 
should undertake a similar mechanism in their 
reporting, creating new, rather than repackaged, 
commitments that are specific, measurable, achiev-
able, relevant and time-bound (SMART).

The United States should also strive for a model of 

external validation, wherein independent research-
ers and civil society representatives examine the 
extent to which commitments have been met and 
report publicly on their findings.

VII. Conclusion

The above recommendations for the restructuring 
and reprioritization of U.S. foreign policy efforts to 
advance a feminist foreign policy on behalf of the 
United States should be viewed as a starting point. 
In the coming months, there will be a series of 
stakeholder consultations to further refine and 
augment this proposal, seeking the benefit of 
additional expertise. At the end of this process, a 
comprehensive proposal will be developed for 
harnessing the full power of U.S. foreign policy in a 
manner that prioritizes gender equality and environ-
mental integrity, enshrines the human rights of all, 
seeks to disrupt colonial, patriarchal and male-dom-
inated power structures and allocates significant 
resources, including research, to achieve that 
vision.

Annex - List of Acronyms and Definitions

Agency: An individual or group’s ability to make 
choices and to transform those choices into desired 
outcomes. Incorporating agency into policy requires 
contemplating issues of autonomy, choice, empow-
erment and meaningful engagement. A feminist 
lens on agency moves beyond seeing women as 
participants or beneficiaries; it means that women 
in all their diversity are experts on their own experi-
ence, agents of their own lives and actors in their 
community and society. 

Bodily autonomy: Achieving the highest standard 
of sexual and reproductive health and
rights is based on the fundamental human rights of 
all individuals to: have their bodily integrity, privacy 
and personal autonomy respected; freely define 
their own sexuality; decide whether and when to be 
sexually active; choose their sexual partners; have 
safe and pleasurable sexual experiences; decide 
whether, when and whom to marry; decide whether, 
when and by what means to have a child or 
children and how many children to have; and have 
access over their lifetimes to the information, 
resources, services and support necessary to 
achieve all the above, free from discrimination, 
coercion, exploitation and violence.

even as the policy is implemented. This 
“co-creation” process should not be a 
one-time event, but rather an iterative and 
reflective exercise that is progressively more 
inclusive over time.

● Adopt or expand gender policies in the White 
House and each agency responsible for 
implementing feminist foreign policy, includ-
ing mandatory gender analyses for all proj-
ects and programs. 

● Gender analyses should be standard prac-
tice in program implementation throughout 
the government, tailored for each agency.  
Gender policies should be both internally and 
externally facing, from personnel decisions to 
agency program interventions. Agencies 
include but are not limited to the Millennium 
Challenge Corporation (MCC), the Depart-
ment of State (State), Department of Defense 
(DOD), Department of Justice (DOJ), Depart-
ment of Agriculture (USDA), Peace Corps, 
the U.S. Agency for International Develop-
ment (USDAID) and the U.S. International 
Development Finance Corporation.  

● Articulate policy limitations: where implemen-
tation of U.S. foreign policy countervenes the 
principles of a feminist foreign policy, includ-
ing in cases of national security, the rationale 
must be publicly articulated. 

● Adopt a common accountability framework 
tracking desired goals, objectives, targets 
and outcomes of the U.S. feminist foreign 
policy as part of a transparent consultation 
process between the government and civil 
society, including but not limited to the public 
reporting of annual progress to promote 
gender equality through both internal opera-
tions and external foreign policy functions. 

V. Agency and/or “Lever”-Specific Recom-
mendations for U.S. Feminist Foreign 
Policy

1. Foreign Assistance 
U.S. foreign assistance helps tens of millions of 
people each year, often providing life-saving assis-
tance. As important as this aid is, it still accounts for 
a tiny slice of the U.S. federal budget, less than one 
percent.13 Of that, a smaller amount supports 
gender equality and inclusion. An infinitesimal 
amount finds its way to local, women-led and 
feminist organizations and grassroots gender 
equality movements—key indicators of the extent 

to which foreign assistance prioritizes gender 
equality. 

A U.S. feminist foreign policy would promote 
gender equality through (1) robust and transparent 
funding to promote gender equality in international 
development and humanitarian assistance; (2) 
gender analysis of all international development 
and humanitarian assistance activities; (3) consul-
tation with and direct investments in women-led 
and women’s rights organizations globally; (4) full 
funding for comprehensive sexual, reproductive 
health and rights programs; and (5) the removal of 
harmful conditio ns tied to U.S. foreign assistance.

One challenge with transparent funding is that most 
mechanisms for tracking foreign assistance are 
self-reported. How one donor government or 
specific development agency defines a project as 
impacting gender equality may differ from another. 
Dollars counted towards promoting gender equality 
may also count towards economic growth or educa-
tion, for example, which makes it difficult to track 
the exact amounts spent to increase gender equali-
ty. One of the most widely used mechanisms to 
track aid that is intended to promote gender equali-
ty is the OECD’s Development Assistance Commit-
tee (DAC) gender equality policy marker. This is a 
qualitative statistical tool that members use to 
report annually on whether an aid activity “principal-
ly” or “significantly” targets gender equality as a 
policy objective. Some private sector entities and 
philanthropies have also begun to monitor their 
activities with this tool.14 While it can be a good way 
to compare country investments against one anoth-
er, there is also the potential for inaccurate report-
ing, given that the current system lacks any form of 
external validation or independent review of donors’
self-reported data. In addition to the DAC recom-
mendations below, the accountability section which 
follows enumerates several other recommenda-
tions for reporting and prioritizing gender equality. 
These include support for women’s rights organiza-
tions in the form of funding and greater transparen-
cy around how projects and programs mainstream 
and/or prioritize gender. Where OECD DAC recom-
mendations are made, below, it is because that is 
currently the best form of tracking and implement-
ing these requests most immediately and before a 
more robust and transparent mechanism can be 
created and utilized.
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Environmental integrity: the sustenance of 
biophysical processes that support all living organ-
isms, by protecting diversity, ecological functions 
and resilience of all ecosystems. 

Feminist foreign policy: Feminist foreign policy is 
the policy of a state that defines its interactions with 
other states, as well as movements and other 
non-state actors, in a manner that prioritizes gender 
equality and environmental integrity, enshrines the 
human rights of all, seeks to disrupt colonial, racist, 
patriarchal and male-dominated power structures 
and allocates significant resources, including 
research, to achieve that vision. Feminist foreign 
policy is coherent in its approach across all of its 
levers of influence, anchored by the exercise of 
those values at home and co-created with feminist 
activists, groups and movements, at home and 
abroad.

Intersectionality: The multiple aspects of identity 
that play out in people’s lives and experiences that 
can compound and exacerbate oppression. An 
intersectional approach in policy takes account the 
complex ways that multiple identities intersect and 
influence interests, participation and outcomes.an 
approach that takes into account and seeks to 
address the multiple and often intersecting forms of 
discrimination such as gender, race, age, class, 
socioeconomic status, physical or mental ability, 
gender or sexual identity, religion, or ethnicity.24

Sexual and reproductive health and rights: A 
state of physical, emotional, mental and social 
well-being in relation to all aspects of sexuality and 
reproduction, not merely the absence of disease, 
dysfunction, or infirmity. Therefore, a positive 
approach to sexuality and reproduction should 
recognize the part played by pleasurable sexual 
relationships, trust and communication in promoting 
self-esteem and overall well-being. All individuals 
have a right to make decisions governing their 
bodies and to access services that support that 
right.”25

Abbreviations: 
DAC: Development Assistance Committee of the 

OECD
DOD: U.S. Department of Defense 
DOJ: U.S. Department of Justice
LGBTQIA+: Lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, 

intersex, queer/questioning, intersex, asexual 
and many other terms, such as non-binary and 
pansexual.

OECD: Organisation for Economic Co-operation 
and Development

SRHR: Sexual and reproductive health and rights
USAID: U.S. Agency for International Development 
USDA: U.S. Department of Agriculture
WPS: Women, peace and security
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IV. Cross-Cutting Recommendations for 
Implementation of Key Principles

There are five cross-cutting elements that are 
necessary to advance feminist foreign policy across 
the whole-of-government: (1) High level leadership
with mandate to promote feminist foreign policy; (2) 
Commitment to gender parity, diversity and inclu-
sion both internally, among leadership and staff, 
and externally, co-created12 with feminists outside 
government; (3) Training and capacity-building to 
ensure robust implementation; (4) Gender analysis 
underlying all aspects of foreign policy; and (5) 
Adequate resourcing to ensure all of the above.

The full embrace of these elements would be a 
considerable departure from the status quo of how 
U.S. foreign policy is currently structured. As such, 
this discussion draft outlines two architectural 
models that might achieve this. Over the course of 
the ensuing consultations and outreach these 
proposals will be sharpened and adapted to inform 
the final proposal for a U.S. feminist foreign policy, 
to be published in early 2020. 

Potential Models of High-Level Leadership for 
Feminist Foreign Policy

1. Presidential Leadership and Mainstreaming 
Throughout Current Structures
In this model, the President announces that the 
United States will adopt a feminist foreign policy, to 
be co-created and implemented in consultation with 
feminists inside and outside of government, and 
commits to ensure cohesion across all levers of 
foreign policy using existing structures. Under this 
approach, the executive branch adopts a coherent 
and unified vision for feminist foreign policy, and 
each agency articulates a series of commitments— 
including staffing, budgetary, legislative affairs and 
communications—to implement it. High-level 
leadership and cohesion would likely spur more 
meaningful action throughout the government and 
ensure that the agenda is mainstreamed across all 
relevant agencies as well as become a core priority 
for White House offices, including public engage-
ment, legislative affairs and the National Security 
Council (NSC).

2. New Structures: Creation of A Feminist Coun-
cil in the White House
Another model is the establishment of a new and 
separate authority for the development, implemen-

tation, and reporting of a U.S. feminist foreign 
policy, potentially including a standalone body to 
guide and monitor implementation. This would 
include Secretaries of each agency as well as civil 
society leaders from the United States and around 
the world. The council would oversee a robust 
budget and would coordinate with relevant domes-
tic agencies as well. This council would have 
statutory authority as well as a public engagement 
function, centralizing engagement with gender 
issues and coordinating key high-level stakeholders 
across and outside of the government, including the 
NSC. The work of the White House Council on 
Women and Girls, which has traditionally had a 
more domestic than global focus, would be 
subsumed under the new Council as it would 
include an equal emphasis on a feminist approach 
to policy at home and abroad. The Council would 
coordinate efforts—from policy formulation to 
implementation and progress reporting--across 
agencies, elevating gender issues in the executive 
branch and integrating gender within White House 
structures. 

It is critical that such a structure have authority, 
funding and a mandate to meaningfully and trans-
parently engage with civil society. Otherwise, it runs 
the risk of separating gender from the places where 
power is concentrated and where key decisions are 
made, rather than integrating gender into the fabric 
of the government. The Council could also include 
members outside of government, particularly 
women and other marginalized groups from the 
Global South who would advise relevant agencies 
on of the outcomes, goals and objectives against 
which to be measured, which would be particularly 
important for ensuring foreign assistance is deliv-
ered in line with its intentions.

3. Additional Actions to Develop and Implement 
Feminist Foreign Policy Across Government
In addition to one of the above structural models for 
feminist foreign policy, the following actions should 
be implemented across the whole-of-government. 
Agency-specific recommendations follow in the 
ensuing section.

● Achieve gender parity in political appoint-
ments and diversity and intersectional repre-
sentation throughout all agencies and ranks 
of government.

● Co-create  feminist foreign policy with femi-
nists inside and outside of the government, 

I. Background

With the launch of Sweden’s Feminist Foreign 
Policy in 2014,1 Canada’s Feminist Foreign Assis-
tance Policy in 20172 and France’s Feminist 
Foreign Policy in 2019,3 a group of Washing-
ton-based foreign policy experts and advocates for 
global gender equality came together over the 
course of three days in August of 2019 to sketch out 
what such an effort might look like for the United 
States. The group's discussion built off of a 
research review of feminist foreign policy as 
expressed by other countries,4 as well as ideas 
surfaced from consultations with more than 100 
feminist activists from over 30 countries. The 
experts gathered discussed policy ideas in the 
following areas: diplomacy, defense, foreign assis-
tance and trade, as well as in the cross-cutting 
issue areas of climate change5 and sexual and 
reproductive health and rights.6 A final policy 
agenda will be refined through global consultations 
and input of additional experts and organizations, 
and will be published ahead of events marking the 
25th anniversary of the Fourth World Conference 
on Women in Beijing and resulting Declaration and 
Platform for Action.7 This document elucidates a 
vision for the highest standard of U.S. foreign policy 
that promotes gender equality, human rights, peace 
and environmental integrity. It includes a proposed 
definition, key principles and policy recommenda-
tions that will be expanded and refined over coming 
months.

II. Defining a Feminist Foreign Policy for the 
United States

A country’s foreign policy is a statement of its 
values and priorities. The implementation of foreign 
policy, across all of its various levers, is one demon-
stration of how a nation lives its values. Now more 
than ever, the United States needs a feminist 
approach—one that fundamentally alters the way 
the nation conducts itself, prioritizing the importance 
of diplomatic solutions, cooperating with allies and 
international institutions, embracing a progressive, 
inclusive and rights-based agenda, valuing the 
voices of the most marginalized and addressing 
racist, ableist, sexist, homophobic and transphobic 
and patriarchal and/or male-dominated systems of 
power. 

Foreign policy shapes how a government defines 

and prioritizes peace and security, structures trade, 
provides humanitarian aid and development assis-
tance and works with other nations and non-state 
actors. Coherence across all aspects of foreign 
policy is paramount for a feminist approach; so too 
should coherence extend across domestic and 
foreign policy, with both embracing the same femi-
nist values.

To clarify the goals of a feminist foreign policy and 
to promote coherence of a feminist approach 
across policy domains, the following draft definition 
is proposed: 

Feminist foreign policy is the policy of a state that 
defines its interactions with other states, as well as 
movements and other non-state actors, in a manner 
that prioritizes gender equality and environmental 
integrity, enshrines the human rights of all, seeks to 
disrupt colonial, racist, patriarchal and male-domi-
nated power structures, and allocates significant 
resources, including research, to achieve that 
vision. Feminist foreign policy is coherent in its 
approach across all of its levers of influence, 
anchored by the exercise of those values at home 
and co-created with feminist activists, groups and 
movements, at home and abroad.

Taking that as the guiding vision for feminist foreign 
policy, there are a number of key principles and 
policy recommendations that apply across the 
whole of the U.S. government. Following this, 
specific policy recommendations are made for each 
of the major levers of foreign policy—aid, trade, 
diplomacy and defense—as well as thematic priori-
ties that should be addressed within a U.S. feminist 
foreign policy. This is not yet a complete policy 
package; additional consultations and efforts will 
augment, refine and supplement this opening salvo 
over the course of ensuing months. However, it is a 
solid start.

III. Key Principles for U.S. Feminist Foreign 
Policy

Given the complicated legacy of U.S. global 
engagement as both a colony and colonizer, as well 
as its associated history of struggles for racial, 
gender and environmental integrity both at home 
and abroad, a number of key principles should 
underpin a U.S. feminist foreign policy.

First, human rights are women’s rights and wom-
en’s rights are human rights. U.S. foreign policy 
must respect the rights recognized by international 
and domestic law and should place itself on the 
side of those seeking to defend and expand the 
rights and freedoms of individuals and groups 
around the world. 

Second, U.S. policy should be representative, 
inclusive, responsive and accountable to stake-
holders. Foreign policy has traditionally been 
informed by patriarchal and discriminatory social 
norms and implemented through male-dominated 
institutions. A feminist approach demands gender 
parity in representation, as well as active commit-
ment to gender, racial and other forms of diversity, 
equity and inclusion. A U.S. government commit-
ment to diversity and inclusion should not exclu-
sively focus on rhetoric and internal processes, but 
also on the impact of its policies and public-private 
partnerships on diverse communities. As such, this 
principle includes a government-wide commitment 
to consultation with civil society and feminist move-
ments outside of government, including and espe-
cially in the Global South. 

Third, a feminist foreign policy should take an 
intersectional approach to feminism. This is an 
approach that takes into account and seeks to 
address the multiple and often intersecting forms of 
discrimination such as gender, race, age, class, 
socioeconomic status, physical or mental ability, 
gender or sexual identity, religion or ethnicity.8

Fourth, a feminist foreign policy should promote 
and protect bodily autonomy. Recognizing that the 
oppression of women and gender-nonconforming 
individuals has traditionally been expressed in the 
regulation and restriction of bodies and rights, a 
feminist approach would model its inverse, starting 
with the basic principle of bodily autonomy. A
feminist approach embraces sexual and reproduc-
tive health and rights, which according to the 
Guttmacher Institute is defined as: “A state of 
physical, emotional, mental and social well-being in 
relation to all aspects of sexuality and reproduction, 
not merely the absence of disease, dysfunction, or 
infirmity. Therefore, a positive approach to sexuality 
and reproduction should recognize the part played 
by pleasurable sexual relationships, trust and 
communication in promoting self-esteem and 
overall well-being. All individuals have a right to 
make decisions governing their bodies and to 

access services that support that right.”9 This 
approach should also enshrine bodily autonomy, 
which the Blueprint for Sexual and Reproductive 
Health, Rights and Justice defines as: “Achieving 
the highest standard of sexual and reproductive 
health and rights is based on the fundamental 
human rights of all individuals to: have their bodily 
integrity, privacy and personal autonomy respected; 
freely define their own sexuality; decide whether 
and when to be sexually active; choose their sexual 
partners; have safe and pleasurable sexual experi-
ences; decide whether, when and whom to marry; 
decide whether, when and by what means to have 
a child or children and how many children to have; 
and have access over their lifetimes to the informa-
tion, resources, services and support necessary to 
achieve all the above, free from discrimination, 
coercion, exploitation and violence.”

Fifth, environmental integrity. Here, environmental 
integrity is defined as the sustenance of biophysical 
processes that support all living organisms, by 
protecting diversity, ecological functions and resil-
ience of all ecosystems. Climate change erodes 
human freedoms and limits choice. However, the 
impacts of climate change are not felt equally. 
Climate change affects everyone, but women and 
men experience the impacts differently, and women 
are often disproportionately negatively affected. 
Women, compared to men, often have limited 
access to resources, more restricted rights, limited 
mobility and a muted voice in shaping decisions 
and influencing policy. Climate change can also 
impact security, particularly for those who are 
already most vulnerable in a society, often women, 
girls, gender minorities and LGBTQIA+ persons, 
those with disabilities and most especially those 
with intersecting marginalized identities. Threats 
related to the climate crisis generally viewed as a  
“threat multiplier- a phenomenon that can worsen 
or exacerbate other sources of instability and 
conflict, such as competition for natural resources 
and ethnic tensions.”10  By way of just one exam-
ple, following extreme climate-related flooding in 
Bangladesh, child marriage rates soared.11 All 
efforts to adapt to and mitigate climate change 
must include specific protections for and acknowl-
edgment of the harm to communities of color, 
indigenous peoples and other frontline and margin-
alized communities around the world, while seeking 
to address gender inequality.

Currently, U.S. foreign assistance has several 
contingencies, ranging from how goods and 
services are sourced and delivered to how trade 
agreements are shaped. These contingencies often 
make aid costlier to deliver and less effective 
overall. It is recommended that all limiting condi-
tions  on U.S. foreign assistance be removed, such 
as the prioritization of U.S. private sector entities 
and faith-based organizations through foreign 
assistance. In its current form, U.S. foreign policy 
exempts some U.S.-funded organizations from 
implementing U.S. policy. Other forms of contingen-
cies make it difficult to establish the trust required to 
implement services, reach key populations and 
otherwise directly engage with those USAID is most 
meant to serve. The removal of conditions on U.S. 
foreign assistance would make assistance dollars 
go farther.

Recommendations for all agencies providing 
foreign assistance including USAID, State, DOD, 
MCC, the Peace Corps, DOJ, USDA and the 
Department of Labor:

● Increase investments in gender equality as 
measured by the OECD-DAC, as well as 
direct support for women’s rights organiza-
tions. 

● Prioritize co-creation and local ownership of 
foreign aid, with local constituencies inform-
ing development programs from their incep-
tion through to evaluation, including participa-
tory approaches such as community score-
cards. 

● Allocate robust and transparent funding for 
gender equality in international development 
and humanitarian assistance, and throughout 
foreign assistance. This should include a floor 
of 20 percent of ODA for gender equality as a 
principal objective (OECD-DAC marker 2) 
and requiring gender analysis for all of U.S. 
foreign assistance programs (OECD-DAC 
marker 1 and 2 combined, gender equality as 
a principal or significant objective). 

● Substantially increase direct investments in 
women-led and women’s rights organiza-
tions. One mechanism that should be consid-
ered in this regard is Canada’s recent-
ly-launched Equality Fund, which supports 
women’s rights organizations and feminist 
movements by providing technical assis-
tance, financial resources and grounding that 
work in the priorities identified by local orga-

nizations and the movements leading change 
in their communities.15 Of particular interest is 
that the Fund itself ($300m CAD) is managed 
by feminist funders—including women’s 
funds and gender-lens investors—and not by 
Canada’s development agency.

● Repeal the expanded Mexico City Policy 
(also referred to as “Protecting Life in Global 
Health Assistance” by the current administra-
tion or the global gag rule by advocates) and 
ensure funding for sexual and reproductive 
health and comprehensive sexuality educa-
tion. This aligns with other actions raised 
during the August 2019 convening, including 
working with Congress to end the Helms 
Amendment (banning the use of federal 
funds for abortion as a family planning 
method) and National Security Presidential 
Directive 22 (which conflates human traffick-
ing and sex work), as well as the foreign 
policy proposals outlined in the Blueprint for 
Sexual and Reproductive Health, Rights and 
Justice.

[Placeholder for Feminist Humanitarian Aid]
The majority of the group discussion on feminist aid 
focused on development assistance, to the exclu-
sion of humanitarian assistance. This will be 
addressed after future consultation with humanitari-
an organizations such as the International Rescue 
Committee (which has recently launched a feminist 
approach to humanitarian aid).

2. Trade 
Trade is a necessary and vital component of a 
nation’s economic success and growth and a key 
part of their engagement with other nations. At 
various points in the nation’s history, trade has 
been used as a way to grow America’s power 
globally, to maintain world order, to encourage 
peace, reduce domestic debt and to combat autoc-
racy.

A U.S. feminist foreign policy would prioritize femi-
nist trade policy through the promotion of women’s 
rights and equitable and dignified labor practices up 
and down the value chain, as well as the reduction 
and mitigation of the harmful impacts of climate 
change associated with trade. Importantly, it would 
go beyond where other countries who have insert-
ed a gender chapter in trade agreements have 
gone, including women’s rights commitments in the 
binding sections of deals. 

A successful trade policy should be one that: (1) 
Refrains from trade deals that won't equally benefit 
women due to de jure discrimination (e.g., import-
ing goods from sectors that have legal restrictions 
on women's employment); (2) Prioritizes support of 
local actors —– e.g., trade unions or workers’ rights 
organizations — to engage in trade negotiations 
and raise complaints/violations; and (3) Set targets 
for public procurement from women-owned firms.

Mechanisms exist for analyzing gender impacts of 
trade  throughout the value chain, such as those 
developed for gender analysis in MCC  and World 
Bank projects, or a certification mechanism, such 
as EDGE. Such mechanisms could track the 
amount of trade dollars that go towards wom-
en-owned businesses and promoting women’s and 
gender equality in the value chain, giving a compet-
itive advantage to those private sector entities who 
are doing more to promote gender equality in order 
to foster private sector growth in this area.

Specific recommendations for trade policy and 
practices under a U.S. feminist foreign policy 
include:

● The development of new mechanisms to link 
gender equality to environmental and labor 
concerns in trade agreements. 

● Incorporating women’s human rights and 
gender equality in bilateral and multilateral 
trade agreements, specifically in the binding 
sections. This includes principles around 
debt and redress in how these objectives are 
met. 

● Re-engagement in the Paris Agreement, 
which articulates some of these principles in 
the preamble. The United States should go 
further than the Paris Agreement, however, 
to operationalize these principles. 

● Support for and investment in the United 
Nations Framework Convention on Climate 
Change (UNFCCC) gender action plan, 
including aims to enhance women's partici-
pation and leadership in national delegations 
and on boards and bodies of the Convention, 
as well as enhanced gender-responsive 
implementation of national climate plans and 
policies. The UNFCCC supports increased 
participation of women in climate negotia-
tions and also contains specific gender 
action plans which reports on boards and 
bodies, includes a senior gender advisor and 

gender team and requests for training. The 
United States should be aware of and 
engaged in improving trade negotiations in 
their national plans and tracked against 
gender and climate actions.  

● Working towards the goal of mobilizing jointly 
$100 billion per year by 2020, the United 
States should re-commit ambitious and 
fair-share contributions to the Green Climate 
Fund, ensuring gender-responsive financing. 

● All trade agreements should include a 
gender analysis as well as a strategy for 
energy democracy and emissions reduction 
and climate change mitigation. There should 
be a financial commitment that is 100 
percent gender-responsive. 

● Trade agreements should not enforce ideo-
logically-driven agendas, such as privatiza-
tion of government entities or dismantling of 
health, safety and labor protections. The 
harms of these measures usually fall most 
heavily on women, lower income and margin-
alized people and are rarely compensated 
directly or indirectly through improved job 
creation or income. 

3. Defense
In order to achieve the goal of a more peaceful and 
healthy planet, U.S. national security and defense 
operations must be transformed. U.S. military 
interventions should be a last resort after fully 
utilizing the many and powerful tools available 
within the foreign policy apparatus: diplomacy, aid 
and trade. Military action should be primarily 
defensive in nature and require a very high stan-
dard of need. Additionally, military action should 
only be undertaken with a full and democratic 
debate, due political process16 and full disclosure of 
rationale, analysis of implications and clear goals 
and milestones for intervention. Where military 
action is chosen, it should be carefully overseen 
and subject to sunset provisions aimed at prevent-
ing mission creep, civilian deaths and ongoing 
obligations to continued military operations. 

Furthermore, a more feminist military policy com-
mits to preventing and responding to gender-based 
violence in conflict and to meaningfully including 
women and those who face discrimination in 
security forces, peace negotiations and post-con-
flict rebuilding. It encourages a diversity of intelli-
gence sources, including women and other margin-
alized groups, to understand the true scope of 

security concerns and impacts of potential actions 
and design responses with those interests in mind. 

The body of international and U.S. law that has 
most directly sought to advance this approach to 
military action is U.N. Security Council Resolution 
1325 and ensuing, “sister” resolutions that have 
formed the women, peace and security (WPS) 
agenda. A radical resolution when it passed in 
2000, UNSCR 1325 sought to advance human 
security and the promotion of peace via specific 
protections for women’s safety in conflict settings 
and their meaningful involvement in peacekeeping 
and humanitarian response, peace processes and 
rebuilding post-conflict.17 The United States has 
sought to incorporate UNSCR 1325 into its foreign 
policy through the U.S. National Action Plan (NAP) 
on Women, Peace and Security, first launched in 
2011 and updated in 2016,18 and subsequently by 
the Women, Peace and Security Act of 2017 and 
mandated National Strategy on Women, Peace and 
Security of 2019.19 Taken together, these laws and 
policies give the defense community the doctrinal 
mandate to implement UNSCR 1325 as a core part 
of their work. Gender analyses across both internal 
and external defense operations and an explicit 
focus on expanding gender expertise through 
training and recruitment and the diversification of 
intelligence sources will go a long way in advancing 
the necessary transformation of the U.S. defense 
apparatus in line with various existing WPS policy 
frameworks.

Specific recommendations for defense efforts 
authorized under a U.S. feminist foreign policy 
include:

● Crafting a National Security Strategy (NSS) 
that reflects women’s and other marginalized 
and gendered experiences.

● Fully implementing U.S. commitments to the 
women, peace and security agenda. In order 
to ensure that the U.S. government upholds 
these commitments, Congress should not 
release funds to agencies who are not imple-
menting their obligations in this area.  

● Creating a new, high-level position, either 
reporting to the Secretary of Defense at DOD 
or reporting to the National Security Advisor 
at the NSC, that is charged with developing 
and overseeing implementation of a more 
feminist approach to defense as part of the 
U.S. feminist foreign policy.

● Ensuring equal opportunity to meet perfor-
mance standards for female and LGBTQIA+ 
servicemembers.

● Lifting the transgender servicemember ban.
● Retooling internal policies to ensure provision 

of child care and spousal support that does 
not assume a male service member and 
female “trailing” spouse, and a total redesign 
of promotion and retention policies to be 
predicated on the successful implementation 
of gender equitable work and increased and 
diverse recruitment and promotion

● Ensuring comprehensive coverage of and 
access to sexual and reproductive health 
services, including contraception and abor-
tion, for people serving in the military. 

● Designing and delivering meaningful and 
consistently implemented justice mechanisms 
for those within the military system, but also 
for those outside of the system but against 
whom acts of gender-based violence are 
committed by military personnel.

● Providing increased training on the women, 
peace and security agenda and its integration 
into military colleges and training. An intro-
duction to WPS should be part of basic 
training. Additionally, there should be an 
independent evaluation gender training 
program at DOD that includes recommenda-
tions for improvement that are acted upon. In 
order to ensure a gender lens is incorporated 
across the board and not siloed or marginal-
ized, each and every member of U.S. 
defense and military operations—including 
political appointees and contractors—should 
receive training in gender analysis. 

4. Diplomacy
The United States must foster increased collabora-
tion and cooperation among state and non-state 
actors. This includes supporting the institutions and 
mechanisms that facilitate cooperation and non-mil-
itary conflict resolution and peaceful competition, as 
well as mitigating the effects of climate change. A
new framework for diplomacy is necessary to 
implement a feminist foreign policy that is respon-
sive to these and other concerns and will require 
leadership by both Congress and all elements of 
U.S. diplomatic action. If the United States is to lead 
the world as a moral authority or rapporteur on 
human rights abuses, then it must lead by example, 
particularly with countries where women’s freedom 
and bodily autonomy is a concern. There are three 

areas for immediate and sustained action to 
advance feminist diplomacy in the United States: 
(1) internal State Department  staffing, training and 
operations; (2) bilateral and multilateral diplomatic 
efforts;  and (3) the design and delivery of foreign 
assistance funding and technical assistance.

Recommendations include:

● The appointment of a high-level representa-
tive tasked with oversight of the feminist 
approach to diplomacy, including all external 
and internal (HR) practices, and reporting 
directly to the Secretary of State.

● In order for the United States to have a 
feminist, collaborative, civilian-led diplomacy 
equal to the challenges faced, the decline in 
funding and staffing of the State Department 
must be reversed. A specific percentage or 
dollar amount of recommended funding for 
both improving internal staffing and training 
and to support programs that prioritize 
gender equity globally is forthcoming.

● The commitment of the State Department to 
achieving gender balance amongst all U.S. 
diplomatic personnel, including foreign 
service and civil service officers, political 
appointees, cabinet and high-level roles. 
Gender balance should not be the only 
measure of success: the diplomatic architec-
ture needs equal representation of women, 
yes, but especially women of color, trans 
women and other intersectional and margin-
alized identities at all levels and in all auspic-
es of diplomacy. 

● Mandatory training on gender, SRHR, 
anti-racism and implicit bias training in both 
early-career and ongoing professional devel-
opment. In the mandatory six-week training 
course that all foreign service officers (FSOs) 
undergo, known as the A100, advancing 
gender equality should be a key component. 
In addition to FSOs, anyone working with 
State Department funding should undergo 
the gender training, and all FSOs should 
participate in periodic and mandatory refresh-
er courses on gender and SRHR as a key 
part of professional development.

● An update to the State human resources 
policies to ensure that leave policies, includ-
ing family leave, child care, deployment 
options and policies, trailing spouses and 
more, build towards a more equitable and 

just workforce and encourage the promotion 
and retention of those who choose to 
become parents. Gender-based violence and 
workplace harassment should not be tolerat-
ed, and policies that allow abusers to move 
from one post to another once accused 
without facing consequences related to their 
employment and/or promotion should be 
abolished. 

● The elevation of the issue of gender equality 
in bilateral meetings and have consistent 
redlines that can be deployed in negotiations 
surrounding climate and other multilateral 
agreements.  

● The United States must acknowledge and 
codify inconsistencies with an acknowledge-
ment and procedure for why violating U.S. 
ideals to engage in diplomatic actions or 
negotiations that undermine feminist foreign 
policy goals and objectives. As part of this, 
the U.S. government should define terminolo-
gy, including SRHR and clearly articulate 
redlines and what is acceptable in multilateral 
negotiations and include an explicit process 
whereby the United States can remove itself 
from negotiations or agreements.

● The United States must also codify process-
es where there are inconsistencies between 
diplomacy and the overarching goals of a 
feminist foreign policy. This includes engage-
ment with countries that perpetuate human 
rights abuses and drawing redlines around 
where engagement is helpful to those whose 
rights are abused and where, even if it 
serves national interests, the United States 
cannot engage with such states. 

● Mandatory gender analyses in order to 
receive State Department funding and 
include transparent reporting and account-
ability measures against those metrics, this 
includes ex ante estimates and ex post 
reports. Further to that, guidance should be 
issued to Embassies on the status of women 
and prioritizing the status of women a metric 
for evaluating the growth of any country. 
Diplomatic tools like the State Department’s 
annual Country Reports on Human Rights 
Practices should include robust evidence on 
all aspects of women’s human rights, includ-
ing SRHR. These annual country reports are 
key documents for development, humanitari-
an and private sector actors who rely on the 
information they contain to make important 

decisions and investments. 
● The United States must hold itself to the

same standards to which it holds other state
actors, reporting on human rights practices
and abuses as part of the annual country
Human Rights Reports. This has been done
in the past in Trafficking in Persons (TIP)
reports.

[Placeholder for Immigration]
The group discussion on feminist foreign policy 
raised immigration as a priority issue that would 
need to be addressed but those present lacked 
expertise in this area. Limited recommendations 
that emerged in the course of discussion included 
recognizing gender-based violence and reproduc-
tive coercion (including forced pregnancy) as 
eligibility criteria for individuals seeking asylum in 
the United States as well as law enforcement 
training on these types of claims and how to 
respond and the closure of private detention 
centers and ending of the family separation policy 
for those in detention as well as immigrants and 
asylum seekers. Additional insights will be captured 
in this area in ensuing consultations and a more 
robust chapter on immigration will appear in the 
final proposal released early next year.

VI. Accountability Mechanisms

Perhaps the greatest issue that has emerged from 
consultations to-date is the importance of account-
ability: ensuring that promises to advance a feminist 
approach are honored through full funding, the 
development of participatory approaches to policy 
formulation and implementation, the setting and 
reaching of specific, time-bound and measurable 
goals and through transparency. 

For the purposes of this paper, accountability of a 
feminist foreign policy includes: 1) A process of 
commitment-making, implementation and evalua-
tion that is evidence-based, transparent and inclu-
sive of individuals impacted by its practice; and 2) 
the generation of outcomes that do no harm and 
are desired by and beneficial to those impacted.

Structurally speaking, a U.S. feminist foreign policy 
must be accompanied by a robust mechanism by 
which to publicly track progress on implementation 
and hold promises to account. Two key factors 
within this are the allocation of sufficient funds for 
the full implementation of the policy, and a transpar-

ent and inclusive system of reporting on progress 
and outcomes.

1. Funding
As noted above, the OECD-DAC gender equality
policy marker records aid activities around a
three-point scoring system and notes whether the
policy objective is to promote gender equality as a
primary objective, significant objective or whether
gender equality was not targeted as an objective.20

While the gender marker is an imperfect metric, it is
an immediately available one. Using the
OECD-DAC marker, a recommended 100 percent
of U.S. foreign assistance should have gender as a
principal or significant objective, and of that foreign
assistance, twenty percent must include gender
equality as a primary goal. This is consistent with
Sweden’s achievements under their feminist foreign
policy,21 and with recommendations by feminist
activists organizing to influence the Group of 7 (G7)
in 2019.22

This mechanism needs significant improvements. 
There should be alignment between U.S. budget 
creation and reporting timelines and OECD-DAC 
timelines to ensure that U.S. commitments intended 
to promote gender equality are captured accurately. 
Currently, the Congressional Budget Justification 
(CBJ), which is “the annual presentation to the 
Congress that justifies the entire Foreign Opera-
tions Budget Request and reflects the continuing 
process to provide improved strategic focus, data 
quality”23 occurs early in the calendar year and is 
based on the U.S. government fiscal year, whereas 
the OECD-DAC timeline is not.

In addition to increased and more transparent 
funding for gender equality, the inclusion of groups 
and individuals typically excluded from decision 
making processes is pivotal. Grassroots and local 
organizations best-placed to do critical work to 
reduce gender inequality often lack the technical 
and financial resources to apply for U.S. govern-
ment funding. U.S. policy should balance grass-
roots and community inclusion with mitigating time 
and resource burdens on organizations expected to 
represent traditionally marginalized viewpoints. One 
model to consider in this effort is the recently-estab-
lished Equality Fund. 

Another shortcoming of this mechanism is that it is 
self-reported and there is no external validation or 
independent review confirming that donor-reported 

data is aligned to OECD guidelines for each gender 
policy marker. There should be an independent 
mechanism that tracks and validates self-reported 
data consistently across countries.

2. Reporting
Feminist policymaking must distinguish itself from 
business-as-usual both in its process and 
outcomes. Policymakers and implementers will 
need to clearly articulate those policies or condi-
tions that violet feminist principles (e.g., Tanzania’s 
banning of girls from school when they become 
pregnant). Decisions about what these circum-
stances are, and what U.S. policy reactions should 
be, must be made in consultation with local actors 
to avoid unintended consequences and should be 
transparently reported on to the public as a part of a 
regular reporting. The policy itself, as well as the 
reporting on it, should avoid the creation of new, 
siloed initiatives and explore how to streamline 
existing accountability processes.

We have limited evidence on the extent to which 
international conventions (e.g., the Convention on 
the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination 
Against Women or CEDAW) and other accountabili-
ty mechanisms have played a role in successfully 
narrowing gender gaps and improving the lives of 
women and girls. To date, Sweden’s reporting 
process on their Feminist Foreign Policy has been 
in the form of illustrative case studies rather than 
quantifiable data on outcomes across all levers of 
foreign policy. It is recommended that a U.S. policy 
take on a more robust framework for monitoring 
and evaluating outcomes, rather than outputs, and 
be made publicly available on a regular basis. 

With the understanding that complex social norm 
change takes time, reporting is still necessary to 
demonstrate incremental progress where the 
feminist foreign policy practices are having the 
greatest impact and where they are not. By making 
these actions more visible, greater progress against 
is more likely. In this respect, France’s policy is 
perhaps a good example: they have articulated 
actionable objectives and outcomes, indicators, key 
stakeholders, and an anticipated timeline for com-
pletion against five core areas. The United States 
should undertake a similar mechanism in their 
reporting, creating new, rather than repackaged, 
commitments that are specific, measurable, achiev-
able, relevant and time-bound (SMART).

The United States should also strive for a model of 

external validation, wherein independent research-
ers and civil society representatives examine the 
extent to which commitments have been met and 
report publicly on their findings.

VII. Conclusion

The above recommendations for the restructuring 
and reprioritization of U.S. foreign policy efforts to 
advance a feminist foreign policy on behalf of the 
United States should be viewed as a starting point. 
In the coming months, there will be a series of 
stakeholder consultations to further refine and 
augment this proposal, seeking the benefit of 
additional expertise. At the end of this process, a 
comprehensive proposal will be developed for 
harnessing the full power of U.S. foreign policy in a 
manner that prioritizes gender equality and environ-
mental integrity, enshrines the human rights of all, 
seeks to disrupt colonial, patriarchal and male-dom-
inated power structures and allocates significant 
resources, including research, to achieve that 
vision.

Annex - List of Acronyms and Definitions

Agency: An individual or group’s ability to make 
choices and to transform those choices into desired 
outcomes. Incorporating agency into policy requires 
contemplating issues of autonomy, choice, empow-
erment and meaningful engagement. A feminist 
lens on agency moves beyond seeing women as 
participants or beneficiaries; it means that women 
in all their diversity are experts on their own experi-
ence, agents of their own lives and actors in their 
community and society. 

Bodily autonomy: Achieving the highest standard 
of sexual and reproductive health and
rights is based on the fundamental human rights of 
all individuals to: have their bodily integrity, privacy 
and personal autonomy respected; freely define 
their own sexuality; decide whether and when to be 
sexually active; choose their sexual partners; have 
safe and pleasurable sexual experiences; decide 
whether, when and whom to marry; decide whether, 
when and by what means to have a child or 
children and how many children to have; and have 
access over their lifetimes to the information, 
resources, services and support necessary to 
achieve all the above, free from discrimination, 
coercion, exploitation and violence.

even as the policy is implemented. This 
“co-creation” process should not be a 
one-time event, but rather an iterative and 
reflective exercise that is progressively more 
inclusive over time.

● Adopt or expand gender policies in the White 
House and each agency responsible for 
implementing feminist foreign policy, includ-
ing mandatory gender analyses for all proj-
ects and programs. 

● Gender analyses should be standard prac-
tice in program implementation throughout 
the government, tailored for each agency.  
Gender policies should be both internally and 
externally facing, from personnel decisions to 
agency program interventions. Agencies 
include but are not limited to the Millennium 
Challenge Corporation (MCC), the Depart-
ment of State (State), Department of Defense 
(DOD), Department of Justice (DOJ), Depart-
ment of Agriculture (USDA), Peace Corps, 
the U.S. Agency for International Develop-
ment (USDAID) and the U.S. International 
Development Finance Corporation.  

● Articulate policy limitations: where implemen-
tation of U.S. foreign policy countervenes the 
principles of a feminist foreign policy, includ-
ing in cases of national security, the rationale 
must be publicly articulated. 

● Adopt a common accountability framework 
tracking desired goals, objectives, targets 
and outcomes of the U.S. feminist foreign 
policy as part of a transparent consultation 
process between the government and civil 
society, including but not limited to the public 
reporting of annual progress to promote 
gender equality through both internal opera-
tions and external foreign policy functions. 

V. Agency and/or “Lever”-Specific Recom-
mendations for U.S. Feminist Foreign 
Policy

1. Foreign Assistance 
U.S. foreign assistance helps tens of millions of 
people each year, often providing life-saving assis-
tance. As important as this aid is, it still accounts for 
a tiny slice of the U.S. federal budget, less than one 
percent.13 Of that, a smaller amount supports 
gender equality and inclusion. An infinitesimal 
amount finds its way to local, women-led and 
feminist organizations and grassroots gender 
equality movements—key indicators of the extent 

to which foreign assistance prioritizes gender 
equality. 

A U.S. feminist foreign policy would promote 
gender equality through (1) robust and transparent 
funding to promote gender equality in international 
development and humanitarian assistance; (2) 
gender analysis of all international development 
and humanitarian assistance activities; (3) consul-
tation with and direct investments in women-led 
and women’s rights organizations globally; (4) full 
funding for comprehensive sexual, reproductive 
health and rights programs; and (5) the removal of 
harmful conditio ns tied to U.S. foreign assistance.

One challenge with transparent funding is that most 
mechanisms for tracking foreign assistance are 
self-reported. How one donor government or 
specific development agency defines a project as 
impacting gender equality may differ from another. 
Dollars counted towards promoting gender equality 
may also count towards economic growth or educa-
tion, for example, which makes it difficult to track 
the exact amounts spent to increase gender equali-
ty. One of the most widely used mechanisms to 
track aid that is intended to promote gender equali-
ty is the OECD’s Development Assistance Commit-
tee (DAC) gender equality policy marker. This is a 
qualitative statistical tool that members use to 
report annually on whether an aid activity “principal-
ly” or “significantly” targets gender equality as a 
policy objective. Some private sector entities and 
philanthropies have also begun to monitor their 
activities with this tool.14 While it can be a good way 
to compare country investments against one anoth-
er, there is also the potential for inaccurate report-
ing, given that the current system lacks any form of 
external validation or independent review of donors’
self-reported data. In addition to the DAC recom-
mendations below, the accountability section which 
follows enumerates several other recommenda-
tions for reporting and prioritizing gender equality. 
These include support for women’s rights organiza-
tions in the form of funding and greater transparen-
cy around how projects and programs mainstream 
and/or prioritize gender. Where OECD DAC recom-
mendations are made, below, it is because that is 
currently the best form of tracking and implement-
ing these requests most immediately and before a 
more robust and transparent mechanism can be 
created and utilized.
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Environmental integrity: the sustenance of 
biophysical processes that support all living organ-
isms, by protecting diversity, ecological functions 
and resilience of all ecosystems. 

Feminist foreign policy: Feminist foreign policy is 
the policy of a state that defines its interactions with 
other states, as well as movements and other 
non-state actors, in a manner that prioritizes gender 
equality and environmental integrity, enshrines the 
human rights of all, seeks to disrupt colonial, racist, 
patriarchal and male-dominated power structures 
and allocates significant resources, including 
research, to achieve that vision. Feminist foreign 
policy is coherent in its approach across all of its 
levers of influence, anchored by the exercise of 
those values at home and co-created with feminist 
activists, groups and movements, at home and 
abroad.

Intersectionality: The multiple aspects of identity 
that play out in people’s lives and experiences that 
can compound and exacerbate oppression. An 
intersectional approach in policy takes account the 
complex ways that multiple identities intersect and 
influence interests, participation and outcomes.an 
approach that takes into account and seeks to 
address the multiple and often intersecting forms of 
discrimination such as gender, race, age, class, 
socioeconomic status, physical or mental ability, 
gender or sexual identity, religion, or ethnicity.24

Sexual and reproductive health and rights: A 
state of physical, emotional, mental and social 
well-being in relation to all aspects of sexuality and 
reproduction, not merely the absence of disease, 
dysfunction, or infirmity. Therefore, a positive 
approach to sexuality and reproduction should 
recognize the part played by pleasurable sexual 
relationships, trust and communication in promoting 
self-esteem and overall well-being. All individuals 
have a right to make decisions governing their 
bodies and to access services that support that 
right.”25

Abbreviations: 
DAC: Development Assistance Committee of the 

OECD
DOD: U.S. Department of Defense 
DOJ: U.S. Department of Justice
LGBTQIA+: Lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, 

intersex, queer/questioning, intersex, asexual 
and many other terms, such as non-binary and 
pansexual.

OECD: Organisation for Economic Co-operation 
and Development

SRHR: Sexual and reproductive health and rights
USAID: U.S. Agency for International Development 
USDA: U.S. Department of Agriculture
WPS: Women, peace and security
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IV. Cross-Cutting Recommendations for 
Implementation of Key Principles

There are five cross-cutting elements that are 
necessary to advance feminist foreign policy across 
the whole-of-government: (1) High level leadership
with mandate to promote feminist foreign policy; (2) 
Commitment to gender parity, diversity and inclu-
sion both internally, among leadership and staff, 
and externally, co-created12 with feminists outside 
government; (3) Training and capacity-building to 
ensure robust implementation; (4) Gender analysis 
underlying all aspects of foreign policy; and (5) 
Adequate resourcing to ensure all of the above.

The full embrace of these elements would be a 
considerable departure from the status quo of how 
U.S. foreign policy is currently structured. As such, 
this discussion draft outlines two architectural 
models that might achieve this. Over the course of 
the ensuing consultations and outreach these 
proposals will be sharpened and adapted to inform 
the final proposal for a U.S. feminist foreign policy, 
to be published in early 2020. 

Potential Models of High-Level Leadership for 
Feminist Foreign Policy

1. Presidential Leadership and Mainstreaming 
Throughout Current Structures
In this model, the President announces that the 
United States will adopt a feminist foreign policy, to 
be co-created and implemented in consultation with 
feminists inside and outside of government, and 
commits to ensure cohesion across all levers of 
foreign policy using existing structures. Under this 
approach, the executive branch adopts a coherent 
and unified vision for feminist foreign policy, and 
each agency articulates a series of commitments— 
including staffing, budgetary, legislative affairs and 
communications—to implement it. High-level 
leadership and cohesion would likely spur more 
meaningful action throughout the government and 
ensure that the agenda is mainstreamed across all 
relevant agencies as well as become a core priority 
for White House offices, including public engage-
ment, legislative affairs and the National Security 
Council (NSC).

2. New Structures: Creation of A Feminist Coun-
cil in the White House
Another model is the establishment of a new and 
separate authority for the development, implemen-

tation, and reporting of a U.S. feminist foreign 
policy, potentially including a standalone body to 
guide and monitor implementation. This would 
include Secretaries of each agency as well as civil 
society leaders from the United States and around 
the world. The council would oversee a robust 
budget and would coordinate with relevant domes-
tic agencies as well. This council would have 
statutory authority as well as a public engagement 
function, centralizing engagement with gender 
issues and coordinating key high-level stakeholders 
across and outside of the government, including the 
NSC. The work of the White House Council on 
Women and Girls, which has traditionally had a 
more domestic than global focus, would be 
subsumed under the new Council as it would 
include an equal emphasis on a feminist approach 
to policy at home and abroad. The Council would 
coordinate efforts—from policy formulation to 
implementation and progress reporting--across 
agencies, elevating gender issues in the executive 
branch and integrating gender within White House 
structures. 

It is critical that such a structure have authority, 
funding and a mandate to meaningfully and trans-
parently engage with civil society. Otherwise, it runs 
the risk of separating gender from the places where 
power is concentrated and where key decisions are 
made, rather than integrating gender into the fabric 
of the government. The Council could also include 
members outside of government, particularly 
women and other marginalized groups from the 
Global South who would advise relevant agencies 
on of the outcomes, goals and objectives against 
which to be measured, which would be particularly 
important for ensuring foreign assistance is deliv-
ered in line with its intentions.

3. Additional Actions to Develop and Implement 
Feminist Foreign Policy Across Government
In addition to one of the above structural models for 
feminist foreign policy, the following actions should 
be implemented across the whole-of-government. 
Agency-specific recommendations follow in the 
ensuing section.

● Achieve gender parity in political appoint-
ments and diversity and intersectional repre-
sentation throughout all agencies and ranks 
of government.

● Co-create  feminist foreign policy with femi-
nists inside and outside of the government, 

I. Background

With the launch of Sweden’s Feminist Foreign 
Policy in 2014,1 Canada’s Feminist Foreign Assis-
tance Policy in 20172 and France’s Feminist 
Foreign Policy in 2019,3 a group of Washing-
ton-based foreign policy experts and advocates for 
global gender equality came together over the 
course of three days in August of 2019 to sketch out 
what such an effort might look like for the United 
States. The group's discussion built off of a 
research review of feminist foreign policy as 
expressed by other countries,4 as well as ideas 
surfaced from consultations with more than 100 
feminist activists from over 30 countries. The 
experts gathered discussed policy ideas in the 
following areas: diplomacy, defense, foreign assis-
tance and trade, as well as in the cross-cutting 
issue areas of climate change5 and sexual and 
reproductive health and rights.6 A final policy 
agenda will be refined through global consultations 
and input of additional experts and organizations, 
and will be published ahead of events marking the 
25th anniversary of the Fourth World Conference 
on Women in Beijing and resulting Declaration and 
Platform for Action.7 This document elucidates a 
vision for the highest standard of U.S. foreign policy 
that promotes gender equality, human rights, peace 
and environmental integrity. It includes a proposed 
definition, key principles and policy recommenda-
tions that will be expanded and refined over coming 
months.

II. Defining a Feminist Foreign Policy for the 
United States

A country’s foreign policy is a statement of its 
values and priorities. The implementation of foreign 
policy, across all of its various levers, is one demon-
stration of how a nation lives its values. Now more 
than ever, the United States needs a feminist 
approach—one that fundamentally alters the way 
the nation conducts itself, prioritizing the importance 
of diplomatic solutions, cooperating with allies and 
international institutions, embracing a progressive, 
inclusive and rights-based agenda, valuing the 
voices of the most marginalized and addressing 
racist, ableist, sexist, homophobic and transphobic 
and patriarchal and/or male-dominated systems of 
power. 

Foreign policy shapes how a government defines 

and prioritizes peace and security, structures trade, 
provides humanitarian aid and development assis-
tance and works with other nations and non-state 
actors. Coherence across all aspects of foreign 
policy is paramount for a feminist approach; so too 
should coherence extend across domestic and 
foreign policy, with both embracing the same femi-
nist values.

To clarify the goals of a feminist foreign policy and 
to promote coherence of a feminist approach 
across policy domains, the following draft definition 
is proposed: 

Feminist foreign policy is the policy of a state that 
defines its interactions with other states, as well as 
movements and other non-state actors, in a manner 
that prioritizes gender equality and environmental 
integrity, enshrines the human rights of all, seeks to 
disrupt colonial, racist, patriarchal and male-domi-
nated power structures, and allocates significant 
resources, including research, to achieve that 
vision. Feminist foreign policy is coherent in its 
approach across all of its levers of influence, 
anchored by the exercise of those values at home 
and co-created with feminist activists, groups and 
movements, at home and abroad.

Taking that as the guiding vision for feminist foreign 
policy, there are a number of key principles and 
policy recommendations that apply across the 
whole of the U.S. government. Following this, 
specific policy recommendations are made for each 
of the major levers of foreign policy—aid, trade, 
diplomacy and defense—as well as thematic priori-
ties that should be addressed within a U.S. feminist 
foreign policy. This is not yet a complete policy 
package; additional consultations and efforts will 
augment, refine and supplement this opening salvo 
over the course of ensuing months. However, it is a 
solid start.

III. Key Principles for U.S. Feminist Foreign 
Policy

Given the complicated legacy of U.S. global 
engagement as both a colony and colonizer, as well 
as its associated history of struggles for racial, 
gender and environmental integrity both at home 
and abroad, a number of key principles should 
underpin a U.S. feminist foreign policy.

First, human rights are women’s rights and wom-
en’s rights are human rights. U.S. foreign policy 
must respect the rights recognized by international 
and domestic law and should place itself on the 
side of those seeking to defend and expand the 
rights and freedoms of individuals and groups 
around the world. 

Second, U.S. policy should be representative, 
inclusive, responsive and accountable to stake-
holders. Foreign policy has traditionally been 
informed by patriarchal and discriminatory social 
norms and implemented through male-dominated 
institutions. A feminist approach demands gender 
parity in representation, as well as active commit-
ment to gender, racial and other forms of diversity, 
equity and inclusion. A U.S. government commit-
ment to diversity and inclusion should not exclu-
sively focus on rhetoric and internal processes, but 
also on the impact of its policies and public-private 
partnerships on diverse communities. As such, this 
principle includes a government-wide commitment 
to consultation with civil society and feminist move-
ments outside of government, including and espe-
cially in the Global South. 

Third, a feminist foreign policy should take an 
intersectional approach to feminism. This is an 
approach that takes into account and seeks to 
address the multiple and often intersecting forms of 
discrimination such as gender, race, age, class, 
socioeconomic status, physical or mental ability, 
gender or sexual identity, religion or ethnicity.8

Fourth, a feminist foreign policy should promote 
and protect bodily autonomy. Recognizing that the 
oppression of women and gender-nonconforming 
individuals has traditionally been expressed in the 
regulation and restriction of bodies and rights, a 
feminist approach would model its inverse, starting 
with the basic principle of bodily autonomy. A
feminist approach embraces sexual and reproduc-
tive health and rights, which according to the 
Guttmacher Institute is defined as: “A state of 
physical, emotional, mental and social well-being in 
relation to all aspects of sexuality and reproduction, 
not merely the absence of disease, dysfunction, or 
infirmity. Therefore, a positive approach to sexuality 
and reproduction should recognize the part played 
by pleasurable sexual relationships, trust and 
communication in promoting self-esteem and 
overall well-being. All individuals have a right to 
make decisions governing their bodies and to 

access services that support that right.”9 This 
approach should also enshrine bodily autonomy, 
which the Blueprint for Sexual and Reproductive 
Health, Rights and Justice defines as: “Achieving 
the highest standard of sexual and reproductive 
health and rights is based on the fundamental 
human rights of all individuals to: have their bodily 
integrity, privacy and personal autonomy respected; 
freely define their own sexuality; decide whether 
and when to be sexually active; choose their sexual 
partners; have safe and pleasurable sexual experi-
ences; decide whether, when and whom to marry; 
decide whether, when and by what means to have 
a child or children and how many children to have; 
and have access over their lifetimes to the informa-
tion, resources, services and support necessary to 
achieve all the above, free from discrimination, 
coercion, exploitation and violence.”

Fifth, environmental integrity. Here, environmental 
integrity is defined as the sustenance of biophysical 
processes that support all living organisms, by 
protecting diversity, ecological functions and resil-
ience of all ecosystems. Climate change erodes 
human freedoms and limits choice. However, the 
impacts of climate change are not felt equally. 
Climate change affects everyone, but women and 
men experience the impacts differently, and women 
are often disproportionately negatively affected. 
Women, compared to men, often have limited 
access to resources, more restricted rights, limited 
mobility and a muted voice in shaping decisions 
and influencing policy. Climate change can also 
impact security, particularly for those who are 
already most vulnerable in a society, often women, 
girls, gender minorities and LGBTQIA+ persons, 
those with disabilities and most especially those 
with intersecting marginalized identities. Threats 
related to the climate crisis generally viewed as a  
“threat multiplier- a phenomenon that can worsen 
or exacerbate other sources of instability and 
conflict, such as competition for natural resources 
and ethnic tensions.”10  By way of just one exam-
ple, following extreme climate-related flooding in 
Bangladesh, child marriage rates soared.11 All 
efforts to adapt to and mitigate climate change 
must include specific protections for and acknowl-
edgment of the harm to communities of color, 
indigenous peoples and other frontline and margin-
alized communities around the world, while seeking 
to address gender inequality.

Currently, U.S. foreign assistance has several 
contingencies, ranging from how goods and 
services are sourced and delivered to how trade 
agreements are shaped. These contingencies often 
make aid costlier to deliver and less effective 
overall. It is recommended that all limiting condi-
tions  on U.S. foreign assistance be removed, such 
as the prioritization of U.S. private sector entities 
and faith-based organizations through foreign 
assistance. In its current form, U.S. foreign policy 
exempts some U.S.-funded organizations from 
implementing U.S. policy. Other forms of contingen-
cies make it difficult to establish the trust required to 
implement services, reach key populations and 
otherwise directly engage with those USAID is most 
meant to serve. The removal of conditions on U.S. 
foreign assistance would make assistance dollars 
go farther.

Recommendations for all agencies providing 
foreign assistance including USAID, State, DOD, 
MCC, the Peace Corps, DOJ, USDA and the 
Department of Labor:

● Increase investments in gender equality as 
measured by the OECD-DAC, as well as 
direct support for women’s rights organiza-
tions. 

● Prioritize co-creation and local ownership of 
foreign aid, with local constituencies inform-
ing development programs from their incep-
tion through to evaluation, including participa-
tory approaches such as community score-
cards. 

● Allocate robust and transparent funding for 
gender equality in international development 
and humanitarian assistance, and throughout 
foreign assistance. This should include a floor 
of 20 percent of ODA for gender equality as a 
principal objective (OECD-DAC marker 2) 
and requiring gender analysis for all of U.S. 
foreign assistance programs (OECD-DAC 
marker 1 and 2 combined, gender equality as 
a principal or significant objective). 

● Substantially increase direct investments in 
women-led and women’s rights organiza-
tions. One mechanism that should be consid-
ered in this regard is Canada’s recent-
ly-launched Equality Fund, which supports 
women’s rights organizations and feminist 
movements by providing technical assis-
tance, financial resources and grounding that 
work in the priorities identified by local orga-

nizations and the movements leading change 
in their communities.15 Of particular interest is 
that the Fund itself ($300m CAD) is managed 
by feminist funders—including women’s 
funds and gender-lens investors—and not by 
Canada’s development agency.

● Repeal the expanded Mexico City Policy 
(also referred to as “Protecting Life in Global 
Health Assistance” by the current administra-
tion or the global gag rule by advocates) and 
ensure funding for sexual and reproductive 
health and comprehensive sexuality educa-
tion. This aligns with other actions raised 
during the August 2019 convening, including 
working with Congress to end the Helms 
Amendment (banning the use of federal 
funds for abortion as a family planning 
method) and National Security Presidential 
Directive 22 (which conflates human traffick-
ing and sex work), as well as the foreign 
policy proposals outlined in the Blueprint for 
Sexual and Reproductive Health, Rights and 
Justice.

[Placeholder for Feminist Humanitarian Aid]
The majority of the group discussion on feminist aid 
focused on development assistance, to the exclu-
sion of humanitarian assistance. This will be 
addressed after future consultation with humanitari-
an organizations such as the International Rescue 
Committee (which has recently launched a feminist 
approach to humanitarian aid).

2. Trade 
Trade is a necessary and vital component of a 
nation’s economic success and growth and a key 
part of their engagement with other nations. At 
various points in the nation’s history, trade has 
been used as a way to grow America’s power 
globally, to maintain world order, to encourage 
peace, reduce domestic debt and to combat autoc-
racy.

A U.S. feminist foreign policy would prioritize femi-
nist trade policy through the promotion of women’s 
rights and equitable and dignified labor practices up 
and down the value chain, as well as the reduction 
and mitigation of the harmful impacts of climate 
change associated with trade. Importantly, it would 
go beyond where other countries who have insert-
ed a gender chapter in trade agreements have 
gone, including women’s rights commitments in the 
binding sections of deals. 

A successful trade policy should be one that: (1) 
Refrains from trade deals that won't equally benefit 
women due to de jure discrimination (e.g., import-
ing goods from sectors that have legal restrictions 
on women's employment); (2) Prioritizes support of 
local actors —– e.g., trade unions or workers’ rights 
organizations — to engage in trade negotiations 
and raise complaints/violations; and (3) Set targets 
for public procurement from women-owned firms.

Mechanisms exist for analyzing gender impacts of 
trade  throughout the value chain, such as those 
developed for gender analysis in MCC  and World 
Bank projects, or a certification mechanism, such 
as EDGE. Such mechanisms could track the 
amount of trade dollars that go towards wom-
en-owned businesses and promoting women’s and 
gender equality in the value chain, giving a compet-
itive advantage to those private sector entities who 
are doing more to promote gender equality in order 
to foster private sector growth in this area.

Specific recommendations for trade policy and 
practices under a U.S. feminist foreign policy 
include:

● The development of new mechanisms to link 
gender equality to environmental and labor 
concerns in trade agreements. 

● Incorporating women’s human rights and 
gender equality in bilateral and multilateral 
trade agreements, specifically in the binding 
sections. This includes principles around 
debt and redress in how these objectives are 
met. 

● Re-engagement in the Paris Agreement, 
which articulates some of these principles in 
the preamble. The United States should go 
further than the Paris Agreement, however, 
to operationalize these principles. 

● Support for and investment in the United 
Nations Framework Convention on Climate 
Change (UNFCCC) gender action plan, 
including aims to enhance women's partici-
pation and leadership in national delegations 
and on boards and bodies of the Convention, 
as well as enhanced gender-responsive 
implementation of national climate plans and 
policies. The UNFCCC supports increased 
participation of women in climate negotia-
tions and also contains specific gender 
action plans which reports on boards and 
bodies, includes a senior gender advisor and 

gender team and requests for training. The 
United States should be aware of and 
engaged in improving trade negotiations in 
their national plans and tracked against 
gender and climate actions.  

● Working towards the goal of mobilizing jointly 
$100 billion per year by 2020, the United 
States should re-commit ambitious and 
fair-share contributions to the Green Climate 
Fund, ensuring gender-responsive financing. 

● All trade agreements should include a 
gender analysis as well as a strategy for 
energy democracy and emissions reduction 
and climate change mitigation. There should 
be a financial commitment that is 100 
percent gender-responsive. 

● Trade agreements should not enforce ideo-
logically-driven agendas, such as privatiza-
tion of government entities or dismantling of 
health, safety and labor protections. The 
harms of these measures usually fall most 
heavily on women, lower income and margin-
alized people and are rarely compensated 
directly or indirectly through improved job 
creation or income. 

3. Defense
In order to achieve the goal of a more peaceful and 
healthy planet, U.S. national security and defense 
operations must be transformed. U.S. military 
interventions should be a last resort after fully 
utilizing the many and powerful tools available 
within the foreign policy apparatus: diplomacy, aid 
and trade. Military action should be primarily 
defensive in nature and require a very high stan-
dard of need. Additionally, military action should 
only be undertaken with a full and democratic 
debate, due political process16 and full disclosure of 
rationale, analysis of implications and clear goals 
and milestones for intervention. Where military 
action is chosen, it should be carefully overseen 
and subject to sunset provisions aimed at prevent-
ing mission creep, civilian deaths and ongoing 
obligations to continued military operations. 

Furthermore, a more feminist military policy com-
mits to preventing and responding to gender-based 
violence in conflict and to meaningfully including 
women and those who face discrimination in 
security forces, peace negotiations and post-con-
flict rebuilding. It encourages a diversity of intelli-
gence sources, including women and other margin-
alized groups, to understand the true scope of 

security concerns and impacts of potential actions 
and design responses with those interests in mind. 

The body of international and U.S. law that has 
most directly sought to advance this approach to 
military action is U.N. Security Council Resolution 
1325 and ensuing, “sister” resolutions that have 
formed the women, peace and security (WPS) 
agenda. A radical resolution when it passed in 
2000, UNSCR 1325 sought to advance human 
security and the promotion of peace via specific 
protections for women’s safety in conflict settings 
and their meaningful involvement in peacekeeping 
and humanitarian response, peace processes and 
rebuilding post-conflict.17 The United States has 
sought to incorporate UNSCR 1325 into its foreign 
policy through the U.S. National Action Plan (NAP) 
on Women, Peace and Security, first launched in 
2011 and updated in 2016,18 and subsequently by 
the Women, Peace and Security Act of 2017 and 
mandated National Strategy on Women, Peace and 
Security of 2019.19 Taken together, these laws and 
policies give the defense community the doctrinal 
mandate to implement UNSCR 1325 as a core part 
of their work. Gender analyses across both internal 
and external defense operations and an explicit 
focus on expanding gender expertise through 
training and recruitment and the diversification of 
intelligence sources will go a long way in advancing 
the necessary transformation of the U.S. defense 
apparatus in line with various existing WPS policy 
frameworks.

Specific recommendations for defense efforts 
authorized under a U.S. feminist foreign policy 
include:

● Crafting a National Security Strategy (NSS) 
that reflects women’s and other marginalized 
and gendered experiences.

● Fully implementing U.S. commitments to the 
women, peace and security agenda. In order 
to ensure that the U.S. government upholds 
these commitments, Congress should not 
release funds to agencies who are not imple-
menting their obligations in this area.  

● Creating a new, high-level position, either 
reporting to the Secretary of Defense at DOD 
or reporting to the National Security Advisor 
at the NSC, that is charged with developing 
and overseeing implementation of a more 
feminist approach to defense as part of the 
U.S. feminist foreign policy.

● Ensuring equal opportunity to meet perfor-
mance standards for female and LGBTQIA+ 
servicemembers.

● Lifting the transgender servicemember ban.
● Retooling internal policies to ensure provision 

of child care and spousal support that does 
not assume a male service member and 
female “trailing” spouse, and a total redesign 
of promotion and retention policies to be 
predicated on the successful implementation 
of gender equitable work and increased and 
diverse recruitment and promotion

● Ensuring comprehensive coverage of and 
access to sexual and reproductive health 
services, including contraception and abor-
tion, for people serving in the military. 

● Designing and delivering meaningful and 
consistently implemented justice mechanisms 
for those within the military system, but also 
for those outside of the system but against 
whom acts of gender-based violence are 
committed by military personnel.

● Providing increased training on the women, 
peace and security agenda and its integration 
into military colleges and training. An intro-
duction to WPS should be part of basic 
training. Additionally, there should be an 
independent evaluation gender training 
program at DOD that includes recommenda-
tions for improvement that are acted upon. In 
order to ensure a gender lens is incorporated 
across the board and not siloed or marginal-
ized, each and every member of U.S. 
defense and military operations—including 
political appointees and contractors—should 
receive training in gender analysis. 

4. Diplomacy
The United States must foster increased collabora-
tion and cooperation among state and non-state 
actors. This includes supporting the institutions and 
mechanisms that facilitate cooperation and non-mil-
itary conflict resolution and peaceful competition, as 
well as mitigating the effects of climate change. A
new framework for diplomacy is necessary to 
implement a feminist foreign policy that is respon-
sive to these and other concerns and will require 
leadership by both Congress and all elements of 
U.S. diplomatic action. If the United States is to lead 
the world as a moral authority or rapporteur on 
human rights abuses, then it must lead by example, 
particularly with countries where women’s freedom 
and bodily autonomy is a concern. There are three 

areas for immediate and sustained action to 
advance feminist diplomacy in the United States: 
(1) internal State Department  staffing, training and 
operations; (2) bilateral and multilateral diplomatic 
efforts;  and (3) the design and delivery of foreign 
assistance funding and technical assistance.

Recommendations include:

● The appointment of a high-level representa-
tive tasked with oversight of the feminist 
approach to diplomacy, including all external 
and internal (HR) practices, and reporting 
directly to the Secretary of State.

● In order for the United States to have a 
feminist, collaborative, civilian-led diplomacy 
equal to the challenges faced, the decline in 
funding and staffing of the State Department 
must be reversed. A specific percentage or 
dollar amount of recommended funding for 
both improving internal staffing and training 
and to support programs that prioritize 
gender equity globally is forthcoming.

● The commitment of the State Department to 
achieving gender balance amongst all U.S. 
diplomatic personnel, including foreign 
service and civil service officers, political 
appointees, cabinet and high-level roles. 
Gender balance should not be the only 
measure of success: the diplomatic architec-
ture needs equal representation of women, 
yes, but especially women of color, trans 
women and other intersectional and margin-
alized identities at all levels and in all auspic-
es of diplomacy. 

● Mandatory training on gender, SRHR, 
anti-racism and implicit bias training in both 
early-career and ongoing professional devel-
opment. In the mandatory six-week training 
course that all foreign service officers (FSOs) 
undergo, known as the A100, advancing 
gender equality should be a key component. 
In addition to FSOs, anyone working with 
State Department funding should undergo 
the gender training, and all FSOs should 
participate in periodic and mandatory refresh-
er courses on gender and SRHR as a key 
part of professional development.

● An update to the State human resources 
policies to ensure that leave policies, includ-
ing family leave, child care, deployment 
options and policies, trailing spouses and 
more, build towards a more equitable and 

just workforce and encourage the promotion 
and retention of those who choose to 
become parents. Gender-based violence and 
workplace harassment should not be tolerat-
ed, and policies that allow abusers to move 
from one post to another once accused 
without facing consequences related to their 
employment and/or promotion should be 
abolished. 

● The elevation of the issue of gender equality 
in bilateral meetings and have consistent 
redlines that can be deployed in negotiations 
surrounding climate and other multilateral 
agreements.  

● The United States must acknowledge and 
codify inconsistencies with an acknowledge-
ment and procedure for why violating U.S. 
ideals to engage in diplomatic actions or 
negotiations that undermine feminist foreign 
policy goals and objectives. As part of this, 
the U.S. government should define terminolo-
gy, including SRHR and clearly articulate 
redlines and what is acceptable in multilateral 
negotiations and include an explicit process 
whereby the United States can remove itself 
from negotiations or agreements.

● The United States must also codify process-
es where there are inconsistencies between 
diplomacy and the overarching goals of a 
feminist foreign policy. This includes engage-
ment with countries that perpetuate human 
rights abuses and drawing redlines around 
where engagement is helpful to those whose 
rights are abused and where, even if it 
serves national interests, the United States 
cannot engage with such states. 

● Mandatory gender analyses in order to 
receive State Department funding and 
include transparent reporting and account-
ability measures against those metrics, this 
includes ex ante estimates and ex post 
reports. Further to that, guidance should be 
issued to Embassies on the status of women 
and prioritizing the status of women a metric 
for evaluating the growth of any country. 
Diplomatic tools like the State Department’s 
annual Country Reports on Human Rights 
Practices should include robust evidence on 
all aspects of women’s human rights, includ-
ing SRHR. These annual country reports are 
key documents for development, humanitari-
an and private sector actors who rely on the 
information they contain to make important 

decisions and investments. 
● The United States must hold itself to the 

same standards to which it holds other state 
actors, reporting on human rights practices 
and abuses as part of the annual country 
Human Rights Reports. This has been done 
in the past in Trafficking in Persons (TIP) 
reports. 

[Placeholder for Immigration]
The group discussion on feminist foreign policy 
raised immigration as a priority issue that would 
need to be addressed but those present lacked 
expertise in this area. Limited recommendations 
that emerged in the course of discussion included 
recognizing gender-based violence and reproduc-
tive coercion (including forced pregnancy) as 
eligibility criteria for individuals seeking asylum in 
the United States as well as law enforcement 
training on these types of claims and how to 
respond and the closure of private detention 
centers and ending of the family separation policy 
for those in detention as well as immigrants and 
asylum seekers. Additional insights will be captured 
in this area in ensuing consultations and a more 
robust chapter on immigration will appear in the 
final proposal released early next year.

VI. Accountability Mechanisms

Perhaps the greatest issue that has emerged from 
consultations to-date is the importance of account-
ability: ensuring that promises to advance a feminist 
approach are honored through full funding, the 
development of participatory approaches to policy 
formulation and implementation, the setting and 
reaching of specific, time-bound and measurable 
goals and through transparency. 

For the purposes of this paper, accountability of a 
feminist foreign policy includes: 1) A process of 
commitment-making, implementation and evalua-
tion that is evidence-based, transparent and inclu-
sive of individuals impacted by its practice; and 2) 
the generation of outcomes that do no harm and 
are desired by and beneficial to those impacted.

Structurally speaking, a U.S. feminist foreign policy 
must be accompanied by a robust mechanism by 
which to publicly track progress on implementation 
and hold promises to account. Two key factors 
within this are the allocation of sufficient funds for 
the full implementation of the policy, and a transpar-

ent and inclusive system of reporting on progress 
and outcomes.

1. Funding
As noted above, the OECD-DAC gender equality 
policy marker records aid activities around a 
three-point scoring system and notes whether the 
policy objective is to promote gender equality as a 
primary objective, significant objective or whether 
gender equality was not targeted as an objective.20

While the gender marker is an imperfect metric, it is 
an immediately available one. Using the 
OECD-DAC marker, a recommended 100 percent 
of U.S. foreign assistance should have gender as a 
principal or significant objective, and of that foreign 
assistance, twenty percent must include gender 
equality as a primary goal. This is consistent with 
Sweden’s achievements under their feminist foreign 
policy,21 and with recommendations by feminist 
activists organizing to influence the Group of 7 (G7) 
in 2019.22

This mechanism needs significant improvements. 
There should be alignment between U.S. budget 
creation and reporting timelines and OECD-DAC 
timelines to ensure that U.S. commitments intended 
to promote gender equality are captured accurately. 
Currently, the Congressional Budget Justification 
(CBJ), which is “the annual presentation to the 
Congress that justifies the entire Foreign Opera-
tions Budget Request and reflects the continuing 
process to provide improved strategic focus, data 
quality”23 occurs early in the calendar year and is 
based on the U.S. government fiscal year, whereas 
the OECD-DAC timeline is not.

In addition to increased and more transparent 
funding for gender equality, the inclusion of groups 
and individuals typically excluded from decision 
making processes is pivotal. Grassroots and local 
organizations best-placed to do critical work to 
reduce gender inequality often lack the technical 
and financial resources to apply for U.S. govern-
ment funding. U.S. policy should balance grass-
roots and community inclusion with mitigating time 
and resource burdens on organizations expected to 
represent traditionally marginalized viewpoints. One 
model to consider in this effort is the recently-estab-
lished Equality Fund. 

Another shortcoming of this mechanism is that it is 
self-reported and there is no external validation or 
independent review confirming that donor-reported 

data is aligned to OECD guidelines for each gender 
policy marker. There should be an independent 
mechanism that tracks and validates self-reported 
data consistently across countries.

2. Reporting
Feminist policymaking must distinguish itself from
business-as-usual both in its process and
outcomes. Policymakers and implementers will
need to clearly articulate those policies or condi-
tions that violet feminist principles (e.g., Tanzania’s
banning of girls from school when they become
pregnant). Decisions about what these circum-
stances are, and what U.S. policy reactions should
be, must be made in consultation with local actors
to avoid unintended consequences and should be
transparently reported on to the public as a part of a
regular reporting. The policy itself, as well as the
reporting on it, should avoid the creation of new,
siloed initiatives and explore how to streamline
existing accountability processes.

We have limited evidence on the extent to which 
international conventions (e.g., the Convention on 
the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination 
Against Women or CEDAW) and other accountabili-
ty mechanisms have played a role in successfully 
narrowing gender gaps and improving the lives of 
women and girls. To date, Sweden’s reporting 
process on their Feminist Foreign Policy has been 
in the form of illustrative case studies rather than 
quantifiable data on outcomes across all levers of 
foreign policy. It is recommended that a U.S. policy 
take on a more robust framework for monitoring 
and evaluating outcomes, rather than outputs, and 
be made publicly available on a regular basis. 

With the understanding that complex social norm 
change takes time, reporting is still necessary to 
demonstrate incremental progress where the 
feminist foreign policy practices are having the 
greatest impact and where they are not. By making 
these actions more visible, greater progress against 
is more likely. In this respect, France’s policy is 
perhaps a good example: they have articulated 
actionable objectives and outcomes, indicators, key 
stakeholders, and an anticipated timeline for com-
pletion against five core areas. The United States 
should undertake a similar mechanism in their 
reporting, creating new, rather than repackaged, 
commitments that are specific, measurable, achiev-
able, relevant and time-bound (SMART).

The United States should also strive for a model of 

external validation, wherein independent research-
ers and civil society representatives examine the 
extent to which commitments have been met and 
report publicly on their findings.

VII. Conclusion

The above recommendations for the restructuring 
and reprioritization of U.S. foreign policy efforts to 
advance a feminist foreign policy on behalf of the 
United States should be viewed as a starting point. 
In the coming months, there will be a series of 
stakeholder consultations to further refine and 
augment this proposal, seeking the benefit of 
additional expertise. At the end of this process, a 
comprehensive proposal will be developed for 
harnessing the full power of U.S. foreign policy in a 
manner that prioritizes gender equality and environ-
mental integrity, enshrines the human rights of all, 
seeks to disrupt colonial, patriarchal and male-dom-
inated power structures and allocates significant 
resources, including research, to achieve that 
vision.

Annex - List of Acronyms and Definitions 

Agency: An individual or group’s ability to make 
choices and to transform those choices into desired 
outcomes. Incorporating agency into policy requires 
contemplating issues of autonomy, choice, empow-
erment and meaningful engagement. A feminist 
lens on agency moves beyond seeing women as 
participants or beneficiaries; it means that women 
in all their diversity are experts on their own experi-
ence, agents of their own lives and actors in their 
community and society. 

Bodily autonomy: Achieving the highest standard 
of sexual and reproductive health and
rights is based on the fundamental human rights of 
all individuals to: have their bodily integrity, privacy 
and personal autonomy respected; freely define 
their own sexuality; decide whether and when to be 
sexually active; choose their sexual partners; have 
safe and pleasurable sexual experiences; decide 
whether, when and whom to marry; decide whether, 
when and by what means to have a child or 
children and how many children to have; and have 
access over their lifetimes to the information, 
resources, services and support necessary to 
achieve all the above, free from discrimination, 
coercion, exploitation and violence.

even as the policy is implemented. This 
“co-creation” process should not be a 
one-time event, but rather an iterative and 
reflective exercise that is progressively more 
inclusive over time.

● Adopt or expand gender policies in the White 
House and each agency responsible for 
implementing feminist foreign policy, includ-
ing mandatory gender analyses for all proj-
ects and programs. 

● Gender analyses should be standard prac-
tice in program implementation throughout 
the government, tailored for each agency.  
Gender policies should be both internally and 
externally facing, from personnel decisions to 
agency program interventions. Agencies 
include but are not limited to the Millennium 
Challenge Corporation (MCC), the Depart-
ment of State (State), Department of Defense 
(DOD), Department of Justice (DOJ), Depart-
ment of Agriculture (USDA), Peace Corps, 
the U.S. Agency for International Develop-
ment (USDAID) and the U.S. International 
Development Finance Corporation.  

● Articulate policy limitations: where implemen-
tation of U.S. foreign policy countervenes the 
principles of a feminist foreign policy, includ-
ing in cases of national security, the rationale 
must be publicly articulated. 

● Adopt a common accountability framework 
tracking desired goals, objectives, targets 
and outcomes of the U.S. feminist foreign 
policy as part of a transparent consultation 
process between the government and civil 
society, including but not limited to the public 
reporting of annual progress to promote 
gender equality through both internal opera-
tions and external foreign policy functions. 

V. Agency and/or “Lever”-Specific Recom-
mendations for U.S. Feminist Foreign 
Policy

1. Foreign Assistance 
U.S. foreign assistance helps tens of millions of 
people each year, often providing life-saving assis-
tance. As important as this aid is, it still accounts for 
a tiny slice of the U.S. federal budget, less than one 
percent.13 Of that, a smaller amount supports 
gender equality and inclusion. An infinitesimal 
amount finds its way to local, women-led and 
feminist organizations and grassroots gender 
equality movements—key indicators of the extent 

to which foreign assistance prioritizes gender 
equality. 

A U.S. feminist foreign policy would promote 
gender equality through (1) robust and transparent 
funding to promote gender equality in international 
development and humanitarian assistance; (2) 
gender analysis of all international development 
and humanitarian assistance activities; (3) consul-
tation with and direct investments in women-led 
and women’s rights organizations globally; (4) full 
funding for comprehensive sexual, reproductive 
health and rights programs; and (5) the removal of 
harmful conditio ns tied to U.S. foreign assistance.

One challenge with transparent funding is that most 
mechanisms for tracking foreign assistance are 
self-reported. How one donor government or 
specific development agency defines a project as 
impacting gender equality may differ from another. 
Dollars counted towards promoting gender equality 
may also count towards economic growth or educa-
tion, for example, which makes it difficult to track 
the exact amounts spent to increase gender equali-
ty. One of the most widely used mechanisms to 
track aid that is intended to promote gender equali-
ty is the OECD’s Development Assistance Commit-
tee (DAC) gender equality policy marker. This is a 
qualitative statistical tool that members use to 
report annually on whether an aid activity “principal-
ly” or “significantly” targets gender equality as a 
policy objective. Some private sector entities and 
philanthropies have also begun to monitor their 
activities with this tool.14 While it can be a good way 
to compare country investments against one anoth-
er, there is also the potential for inaccurate report-
ing, given that the current system lacks any form of 
external validation or independent review of donors’
self-reported data. In addition to the DAC recom-
mendations below, the accountability section which 
follows enumerates several other recommenda-
tions for reporting and prioritizing gender equality. 
These include support for women’s rights organiza-
tions in the form of funding and greater transparen-
cy around how projects and programs mainstream 
and/or prioritize gender. Where OECD DAC recom-
mendations are made, below, it is because that is 
currently the best form of tracking and implement-
ing these requests most immediately and before a 
more robust and transparent mechanism can be 
created and utilized.

Environmental integrity: the sustenance of 
biophysical processes that support all living organ-
isms, by protecting diversity, ecological functions 
and resilience of all ecosystems. 

Feminist foreign policy: Feminist foreign policy is 
the policy of a state that defines its interactions with 
other states, as well as movements and other 
non-state actors, in a manner that prioritizes gender 
equality and environmental integrity, enshrines the 
human rights of all, seeks to disrupt colonial, racist, 
patriarchal and male-dominated power structures 
and allocates significant resources, including 
research, to achieve that vision. Feminist foreign 
policy is coherent in its approach across all of its 
levers of influence, anchored by the exercise of 
those values at home and co-created with feminist 
activists, groups and movements, at home and 
abroad.

Intersectionality: The multiple aspects of identity 
that play out in people’s lives and experiences that 
can compound and exacerbate oppression. An 
intersectional approach in policy takes account the 
complex ways that multiple identities intersect and 
influence interests, participation and outcomes.an 
approach that takes into account and seeks to 
address the multiple and often intersecting forms of 
discrimination such as gender, race, age, class, 
socioeconomic status, physical or mental ability, 
gender or sexual identity, religion, or ethnicity.24

Sexual and reproductive health and rights: A 
state of physical, emotional, mental and social 
well-being in relation to all aspects of sexuality and 
reproduction, not merely the absence of disease, 
dysfunction, or infirmity. Therefore, a positive 
approach to sexuality and reproduction should 
recognize the part played by pleasurable sexual 
relationships, trust and communication in promoting 
self-esteem and overall well-being. All individuals 
have a right to make decisions governing their 
bodies and to access services that support that 
right.”25

Abbreviations: 
DAC: Development Assistance Committee of the 

OECD
DOD: U.S. Department of Defense 
DOJ: U.S. Department of Justice
LGBTQIA+: Lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, 

intersex, queer/questioning, intersex, asexual 
and many other terms, such as non-binary and 
pansexual.

OECD: Organisation for Economic Co-operation 
and Development

SRHR: Sexual and reproductive health and rights
USAID: U.S. Agency for International Development 
USDA: U.S. Department of Agriculture
WPS: Women, peace and security
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IV. Cross-Cutting Recommendations for 
Implementation of Key Principles

There are five cross-cutting elements that are 
necessary to advance feminist foreign policy across 
the whole-of-government: (1) High level leadership
with mandate to promote feminist foreign policy; (2) 
Commitment to gender parity, diversity and inclu-
sion both internally, among leadership and staff, 
and externally, co-created12 with feminists outside 
government; (3) Training and capacity-building to 
ensure robust implementation; (4) Gender analysis 
underlying all aspects of foreign policy; and (5) 
Adequate resourcing to ensure all of the above.

The full embrace of these elements would be a 
considerable departure from the status quo of how 
U.S. foreign policy is currently structured. As such, 
this discussion draft outlines two architectural 
models that might achieve this. Over the course of 
the ensuing consultations and outreach these 
proposals will be sharpened and adapted to inform 
the final proposal for a U.S. feminist foreign policy, 
to be published in early 2020. 

Potential Models of High-Level Leadership for 
Feminist Foreign Policy

1. Presidential Leadership and Mainstreaming 
Throughout Current Structures
In this model, the President announces that the 
United States will adopt a feminist foreign policy, to 
be co-created and implemented in consultation with 
feminists inside and outside of government, and 
commits to ensure cohesion across all levers of 
foreign policy using existing structures. Under this 
approach, the executive branch adopts a coherent 
and unified vision for feminist foreign policy, and 
each agency articulates a series of commitments— 
including staffing, budgetary, legislative affairs and 
communications—to implement it. High-level 
leadership and cohesion would likely spur more 
meaningful action throughout the government and 
ensure that the agenda is mainstreamed across all 
relevant agencies as well as become a core priority 
for White House offices, including public engage-
ment, legislative affairs and the National Security 
Council (NSC).

2. New Structures: Creation of A Feminist Coun-
cil in the White House
Another model is the establishment of a new and 
separate authority for the development, implemen-

tation, and reporting of a U.S. feminist foreign 
policy, potentially including a standalone body to 
guide and monitor implementation. This would 
include Secretaries of each agency as well as civil 
society leaders from the United States and around 
the world. The council would oversee a robust 
budget and would coordinate with relevant domes-
tic agencies as well. This council would have 
statutory authority as well as a public engagement 
function, centralizing engagement with gender 
issues and coordinating key high-level stakeholders 
across and outside of the government, including the 
NSC. The work of the White House Council on 
Women and Girls, which has traditionally had a 
more domestic than global focus, would be 
subsumed under the new Council as it would 
include an equal emphasis on a feminist approach 
to policy at home and abroad. The Council would 
coordinate efforts—from policy formulation to 
implementation and progress reporting--across 
agencies, elevating gender issues in the executive 
branch and integrating gender within White House 
structures. 

It is critical that such a structure have authority, 
funding and a mandate to meaningfully and trans-
parently engage with civil society. Otherwise, it runs 
the risk of separating gender from the places where 
power is concentrated and where key decisions are 
made, rather than integrating gender into the fabric 
of the government. The Council could also include 
members outside of government, particularly 
women and other marginalized groups from the 
Global South who would advise relevant agencies 
on of the outcomes, goals and objectives against 
which to be measured, which would be particularly 
important for ensuring foreign assistance is deliv-
ered in line with its intentions.

3. Additional Actions to Develop and Implement 
Feminist Foreign Policy Across Government
In addition to one of the above structural models for 
feminist foreign policy, the following actions should 
be implemented across the whole-of-government. 
Agency-specific recommendations follow in the 
ensuing section.

● Achieve gender parity in political appoint-
ments and diversity and intersectional repre-
sentation throughout all agencies and ranks 
of government.

● Co-create  feminist foreign policy with femi-
nists inside and outside of the government, 

I. Background

With the launch of Sweden’s Feminist Foreign 
Policy in 2014,1 Canada’s Feminist Foreign Assis-
tance Policy in 20172 and France’s Feminist 
Foreign Policy in 2019,3 a group of Washing-
ton-based foreign policy experts and advocates for 
global gender equality came together over the 
course of three days in August of 2019 to sketch out 
what such an effort might look like for the United 
States. The group's discussion built off of a 
research review of feminist foreign policy as 
expressed by other countries,4 as well as ideas 
surfaced from consultations with more than 100 
feminist activists from over 30 countries. The 
experts gathered discussed policy ideas in the 
following areas: diplomacy, defense, foreign assis-
tance and trade, as well as in the cross-cutting 
issue areas of climate change5 and sexual and 
reproductive health and rights.6 A final policy 
agenda will be refined through global consultations 
and input of additional experts and organizations, 
and will be published ahead of events marking the 
25th anniversary of the Fourth World Conference 
on Women in Beijing and resulting Declaration and 
Platform for Action.7 This document elucidates a 
vision for the highest standard of U.S. foreign policy 
that promotes gender equality, human rights, peace 
and environmental integrity. It includes a proposed 
definition, key principles and policy recommenda-
tions that will be expanded and refined over coming 
months.

II. Defining a Feminist Foreign Policy for the 
United States

A country’s foreign policy is a statement of its 
values and priorities. The implementation of foreign 
policy, across all of its various levers, is one demon-
stration of how a nation lives its values. Now more 
than ever, the United States needs a feminist 
approach—one that fundamentally alters the way 
the nation conducts itself, prioritizing the importance 
of diplomatic solutions, cooperating with allies and 
international institutions, embracing a progressive, 
inclusive and rights-based agenda, valuing the 
voices of the most marginalized and addressing 
racist, ableist, sexist, homophobic and transphobic 
and patriarchal and/or male-dominated systems of 
power. 

Foreign policy shapes how a government defines 

and prioritizes peace and security, structures trade, 
provides humanitarian aid and development assis-
tance and works with other nations and non-state 
actors. Coherence across all aspects of foreign 
policy is paramount for a feminist approach; so too 
should coherence extend across domestic and 
foreign policy, with both embracing the same femi-
nist values.

To clarify the goals of a feminist foreign policy and 
to promote coherence of a feminist approach 
across policy domains, the following draft definition 
is proposed: 

Feminist foreign policy is the policy of a state that 
defines its interactions with other states, as well as 
movements and other non-state actors, in a manner 
that prioritizes gender equality and environmental 
integrity, enshrines the human rights of all, seeks to 
disrupt colonial, racist, patriarchal and male-domi-
nated power structures, and allocates significant 
resources, including research, to achieve that 
vision. Feminist foreign policy is coherent in its 
approach across all of its levers of influence, 
anchored by the exercise of those values at home 
and co-created with feminist activists, groups and 
movements, at home and abroad.

Taking that as the guiding vision for feminist foreign 
policy, there are a number of key principles and 
policy recommendations that apply across the 
whole of the U.S. government. Following this, 
specific policy recommendations are made for each 
of the major levers of foreign policy—aid, trade, 
diplomacy and defense—as well as thematic priori-
ties that should be addressed within a U.S. feminist 
foreign policy. This is not yet a complete policy 
package; additional consultations and efforts will 
augment, refine and supplement this opening salvo 
over the course of ensuing months. However, it is a 
solid start.

III. Key Principles for U.S. Feminist Foreign 
Policy

Given the complicated legacy of U.S. global 
engagement as both a colony and colonizer, as well 
as its associated history of struggles for racial, 
gender and environmental integrity both at home 
and abroad, a number of key principles should 
underpin a U.S. feminist foreign policy.

First, human rights are women’s rights and wom-
en’s rights are human rights. U.S. foreign policy 
must respect the rights recognized by international 
and domestic law and should place itself on the 
side of those seeking to defend and expand the 
rights and freedoms of individuals and groups 
around the world. 

Second, U.S. policy should be representative, 
inclusive, responsive and accountable to stake-
holders. Foreign policy has traditionally been 
informed by patriarchal and discriminatory social 
norms and implemented through male-dominated 
institutions. A feminist approach demands gender 
parity in representation, as well as active commit-
ment to gender, racial and other forms of diversity, 
equity and inclusion. A U.S. government commit-
ment to diversity and inclusion should not exclu-
sively focus on rhetoric and internal processes, but 
also on the impact of its policies and public-private 
partnerships on diverse communities. As such, this 
principle includes a government-wide commitment 
to consultation with civil society and feminist move-
ments outside of government, including and espe-
cially in the Global South. 

Third, a feminist foreign policy should take an 
intersectional approach to feminism. This is an 
approach that takes into account and seeks to 
address the multiple and often intersecting forms of 
discrimination such as gender, race, age, class, 
socioeconomic status, physical or mental ability, 
gender or sexual identity, religion or ethnicity.8

Fourth, a feminist foreign policy should promote 
and protect bodily autonomy. Recognizing that the 
oppression of women and gender-nonconforming 
individuals has traditionally been expressed in the 
regulation and restriction of bodies and rights, a 
feminist approach would model its inverse, starting 
with the basic principle of bodily autonomy. A
feminist approach embraces sexual and reproduc-
tive health and rights, which according to the 
Guttmacher Institute is defined as: “A state of 
physical, emotional, mental and social well-being in 
relation to all aspects of sexuality and reproduction, 
not merely the absence of disease, dysfunction, or 
infirmity. Therefore, a positive approach to sexuality 
and reproduction should recognize the part played 
by pleasurable sexual relationships, trust and 
communication in promoting self-esteem and 
overall well-being. All individuals have a right to 
make decisions governing their bodies and to 

access services that support that right.”9 This 
approach should also enshrine bodily autonomy, 
which the Blueprint for Sexual and Reproductive 
Health, Rights and Justice defines as: “Achieving 
the highest standard of sexual and reproductive 
health and rights is based on the fundamental 
human rights of all individuals to: have their bodily 
integrity, privacy and personal autonomy respected; 
freely define their own sexuality; decide whether 
and when to be sexually active; choose their sexual 
partners; have safe and pleasurable sexual experi-
ences; decide whether, when and whom to marry; 
decide whether, when and by what means to have 
a child or children and how many children to have; 
and have access over their lifetimes to the informa-
tion, resources, services and support necessary to 
achieve all the above, free from discrimination, 
coercion, exploitation and violence.”

Fifth, environmental integrity. Here, environmental 
integrity is defined as the sustenance of biophysical 
processes that support all living organisms, by 
protecting diversity, ecological functions and resil-
ience of all ecosystems. Climate change erodes 
human freedoms and limits choice. However, the 
impacts of climate change are not felt equally. 
Climate change affects everyone, but women and 
men experience the impacts differently, and women 
are often disproportionately negatively affected. 
Women, compared to men, often have limited 
access to resources, more restricted rights, limited 
mobility and a muted voice in shaping decisions 
and influencing policy. Climate change can also 
impact security, particularly for those who are 
already most vulnerable in a society, often women, 
girls, gender minorities and LGBTQIA+ persons, 
those with disabilities and most especially those 
with intersecting marginalized identities. Threats 
related to the climate crisis generally viewed as a  
“threat multiplier- a phenomenon that can worsen 
or exacerbate other sources of instability and 
conflict, such as competition for natural resources 
and ethnic tensions.”10  By way of just one exam-
ple, following extreme climate-related flooding in 
Bangladesh, child marriage rates soared.11 All 
efforts to adapt to and mitigate climate change 
must include specific protections for and acknowl-
edgment of the harm to communities of color, 
indigenous peoples and other frontline and margin-
alized communities around the world, while seeking 
to address gender inequality.

Currently, U.S. foreign assistance has several 
contingencies, ranging from how goods and 
services are sourced and delivered to how trade 
agreements are shaped. These contingencies often 
make aid costlier to deliver and less effective 
overall. It is recommended that all limiting condi-
tions  on U.S. foreign assistance be removed, such 
as the prioritization of U.S. private sector entities 
and faith-based organizations through foreign 
assistance. In its current form, U.S. foreign policy 
exempts some U.S.-funded organizations from 
implementing U.S. policy. Other forms of contingen-
cies make it difficult to establish the trust required to 
implement services, reach key populations and 
otherwise directly engage with those USAID is most 
meant to serve. The removal of conditions on U.S. 
foreign assistance would make assistance dollars 
go farther.

Recommendations for all agencies providing 
foreign assistance including USAID, State, DOD, 
MCC, the Peace Corps, DOJ, USDA and the 
Department of Labor:

● Increase investments in gender equality as 
measured by the OECD-DAC, as well as 
direct support for women’s rights organiza-
tions. 

● Prioritize co-creation and local ownership of 
foreign aid, with local constituencies inform-
ing development programs from their incep-
tion through to evaluation, including participa-
tory approaches such as community score-
cards. 

● Allocate robust and transparent funding for 
gender equality in international development 
and humanitarian assistance, and throughout 
foreign assistance. This should include a floor 
of 20 percent of ODA for gender equality as a 
principal objective (OECD-DAC marker 2) 
and requiring gender analysis for all of U.S. 
foreign assistance programs (OECD-DAC 
marker 1 and 2 combined, gender equality as 
a principal or significant objective). 

● Substantially increase direct investments in 
women-led and women’s rights organiza-
tions. One mechanism that should be consid-
ered in this regard is Canada’s recent-
ly-launched Equality Fund, which supports 
women’s rights organizations and feminist 
movements by providing technical assis-
tance, financial resources and grounding that 
work in the priorities identified by local orga-

nizations and the movements leading change 
in their communities.15 Of particular interest is 
that the Fund itself ($300m CAD) is managed 
by feminist funders—including women’s 
funds and gender-lens investors—and not by 
Canada’s development agency.

● Repeal the expanded Mexico City Policy 
(also referred to as “Protecting Life in Global 
Health Assistance” by the current administra-
tion or the global gag rule by advocates) and 
ensure funding for sexual and reproductive 
health and comprehensive sexuality educa-
tion. This aligns with other actions raised 
during the August 2019 convening, including 
working with Congress to end the Helms 
Amendment (banning the use of federal 
funds for abortion as a family planning 
method) and National Security Presidential 
Directive 22 (which conflates human traffick-
ing and sex work), as well as the foreign 
policy proposals outlined in the Blueprint for 
Sexual and Reproductive Health, Rights and 
Justice.

[Placeholder for Feminist Humanitarian Aid]
The majority of the group discussion on feminist aid 
focused on development assistance, to the exclu-
sion of humanitarian assistance. This will be 
addressed after future consultation with humanitari-
an organizations such as the International Rescue 
Committee (which has recently launched a feminist 
approach to humanitarian aid).

2. Trade 
Trade is a necessary and vital component of a 
nation’s economic success and growth and a key 
part of their engagement with other nations. At 
various points in the nation’s history, trade has 
been used as a way to grow America’s power 
globally, to maintain world order, to encourage 
peace, reduce domestic debt and to combat autoc-
racy.

A U.S. feminist foreign policy would prioritize femi-
nist trade policy through the promotion of women’s 
rights and equitable and dignified labor practices up 
and down the value chain, as well as the reduction 
and mitigation of the harmful impacts of climate 
change associated with trade. Importantly, it would 
go beyond where other countries who have insert-
ed a gender chapter in trade agreements have 
gone, including women’s rights commitments in the 
binding sections of deals. 

A successful trade policy should be one that: (1) 
Refrains from trade deals that won't equally benefit 
women due to de jure discrimination (e.g., import-
ing goods from sectors that have legal restrictions 
on women's employment); (2) Prioritizes support of 
local actors —– e.g., trade unions or workers’ rights 
organizations — to engage in trade negotiations 
and raise complaints/violations; and (3) Set targets 
for public procurement from women-owned firms.

Mechanisms exist for analyzing gender impacts of 
trade  throughout the value chain, such as those 
developed for gender analysis in MCC  and World 
Bank projects, or a certification mechanism, such 
as EDGE. Such mechanisms could track the 
amount of trade dollars that go towards wom-
en-owned businesses and promoting women’s and 
gender equality in the value chain, giving a compet-
itive advantage to those private sector entities who 
are doing more to promote gender equality in order 
to foster private sector growth in this area.

Specific recommendations for trade policy and 
practices under a U.S. feminist foreign policy 
include:

● The development of new mechanisms to link 
gender equality to environmental and labor 
concerns in trade agreements. 

● Incorporating women’s human rights and 
gender equality in bilateral and multilateral 
trade agreements, specifically in the binding 
sections. This includes principles around 
debt and redress in how these objectives are 
met. 

● Re-engagement in the Paris Agreement, 
which articulates some of these principles in 
the preamble. The United States should go 
further than the Paris Agreement, however, 
to operationalize these principles. 

● Support for and investment in the United 
Nations Framework Convention on Climate 
Change (UNFCCC) gender action plan, 
including aims to enhance women's partici-
pation and leadership in national delegations 
and on boards and bodies of the Convention, 
as well as enhanced gender-responsive 
implementation of national climate plans and 
policies. The UNFCCC supports increased 
participation of women in climate negotia-
tions and also contains specific gender 
action plans which reports on boards and 
bodies, includes a senior gender advisor and 

gender team and requests for training. The 
United States should be aware of and 
engaged in improving trade negotiations in 
their national plans and tracked against 
gender and climate actions.  

● Working towards the goal of mobilizing jointly 
$100 billion per year by 2020, the United 
States should re-commit ambitious and 
fair-share contributions to the Green Climate 
Fund, ensuring gender-responsive financing. 

● All trade agreements should include a 
gender analysis as well as a strategy for 
energy democracy and emissions reduction 
and climate change mitigation. There should 
be a financial commitment that is 100 
percent gender-responsive. 

● Trade agreements should not enforce ideo-
logically-driven agendas, such as privatiza-
tion of government entities or dismantling of 
health, safety and labor protections. The 
harms of these measures usually fall most 
heavily on women, lower income and margin-
alized people and are rarely compensated 
directly or indirectly through improved job 
creation or income. 

3. Defense
In order to achieve the goal of a more peaceful and 
healthy planet, U.S. national security and defense 
operations must be transformed. U.S. military 
interventions should be a last resort after fully 
utilizing the many and powerful tools available 
within the foreign policy apparatus: diplomacy, aid 
and trade. Military action should be primarily 
defensive in nature and require a very high stan-
dard of need. Additionally, military action should 
only be undertaken with a full and democratic 
debate, due political process16 and full disclosure of 
rationale, analysis of implications and clear goals 
and milestones for intervention. Where military 
action is chosen, it should be carefully overseen 
and subject to sunset provisions aimed at prevent-
ing mission creep, civilian deaths and ongoing 
obligations to continued military operations. 

Furthermore, a more feminist military policy com-
mits to preventing and responding to gender-based 
violence in conflict and to meaningfully including 
women and those who face discrimination in 
security forces, peace negotiations and post-con-
flict rebuilding. It encourages a diversity of intelli-
gence sources, including women and other margin-
alized groups, to understand the true scope of 

security concerns and impacts of potential actions 
and design responses with those interests in mind. 

The body of international and U.S. law that has 
most directly sought to advance this approach to 
military action is U.N. Security Council Resolution 
1325 and ensuing, “sister” resolutions that have 
formed the women, peace and security (WPS) 
agenda. A radical resolution when it passed in 
2000, UNSCR 1325 sought to advance human 
security and the promotion of peace via specific 
protections for women’s safety in conflict settings 
and their meaningful involvement in peacekeeping 
and humanitarian response, peace processes and 
rebuilding post-conflict.17 The United States has 
sought to incorporate UNSCR 1325 into its foreign 
policy through the U.S. National Action Plan (NAP) 
on Women, Peace and Security, first launched in 
2011 and updated in 2016,18 and subsequently by 
the Women, Peace and Security Act of 2017 and 
mandated National Strategy on Women, Peace and 
Security of 2019.19 Taken together, these laws and 
policies give the defense community the doctrinal 
mandate to implement UNSCR 1325 as a core part 
of their work. Gender analyses across both internal 
and external defense operations and an explicit 
focus on expanding gender expertise through 
training and recruitment and the diversification of 
intelligence sources will go a long way in advancing 
the necessary transformation of the U.S. defense 
apparatus in line with various existing WPS policy 
frameworks.

Specific recommendations for defense efforts 
authorized under a U.S. feminist foreign policy 
include:

● Crafting a National Security Strategy (NSS) 
that reflects women’s and other marginalized 
and gendered experiences.

● Fully implementing U.S. commitments to the 
women, peace and security agenda. In order 
to ensure that the U.S. government upholds 
these commitments, Congress should not 
release funds to agencies who are not imple-
menting their obligations in this area.  

● Creating a new, high-level position, either 
reporting to the Secretary of Defense at DOD 
or reporting to the National Security Advisor 
at the NSC, that is charged with developing 
and overseeing implementation of a more 
feminist approach to defense as part of the 
U.S. feminist foreign policy.

● Ensuring equal opportunity to meet perfor-
mance standards for female and LGBTQIA+ 
servicemembers.

● Lifting the transgender servicemember ban.
● Retooling internal policies to ensure provision 

of child care and spousal support that does 
not assume a male service member and 
female “trailing” spouse, and a total redesign 
of promotion and retention policies to be 
predicated on the successful implementation 
of gender equitable work and increased and 
diverse recruitment and promotion

● Ensuring comprehensive coverage of and 
access to sexual and reproductive health 
services, including contraception and abor-
tion, for people serving in the military. 

● Designing and delivering meaningful and 
consistently implemented justice mechanisms 
for those within the military system, but also 
for those outside of the system but against 
whom acts of gender-based violence are 
committed by military personnel.

● Providing increased training on the women, 
peace and security agenda and its integration 
into military colleges and training. An intro-
duction to WPS should be part of basic 
training. Additionally, there should be an 
independent evaluation gender training 
program at DOD that includes recommenda-
tions for improvement that are acted upon. In 
order to ensure a gender lens is incorporated 
across the board and not siloed or marginal-
ized, each and every member of U.S. 
defense and military operations—including 
political appointees and contractors—should 
receive training in gender analysis. 

4. Diplomacy
The United States must foster increased collabora-
tion and cooperation among state and non-state 
actors. This includes supporting the institutions and 
mechanisms that facilitate cooperation and non-mil-
itary conflict resolution and peaceful competition, as 
well as mitigating the effects of climate change. A
new framework for diplomacy is necessary to 
implement a feminist foreign policy that is respon-
sive to these and other concerns and will require 
leadership by both Congress and all elements of 
U.S. diplomatic action. If the United States is to lead 
the world as a moral authority or rapporteur on 
human rights abuses, then it must lead by example, 
particularly with countries where women’s freedom 
and bodily autonomy is a concern. There are three 

areas for immediate and sustained action to 
advance feminist diplomacy in the United States: 
(1) internal State Department  staffing, training and 
operations; (2) bilateral and multilateral diplomatic 
efforts;  and (3) the design and delivery of foreign 
assistance funding and technical assistance.

Recommendations include:

● The appointment of a high-level representa-
tive tasked with oversight of the feminist 
approach to diplomacy, including all external 
and internal (HR) practices, and reporting 
directly to the Secretary of State.

● In order for the United States to have a 
feminist, collaborative, civilian-led diplomacy 
equal to the challenges faced, the decline in 
funding and staffing of the State Department 
must be reversed. A specific percentage or 
dollar amount of recommended funding for 
both improving internal staffing and training 
and to support programs that prioritize 
gender equity globally is forthcoming.

● The commitment of the State Department to 
achieving gender balance amongst all U.S. 
diplomatic personnel, including foreign 
service and civil service officers, political 
appointees, cabinet and high-level roles. 
Gender balance should not be the only 
measure of success: the diplomatic architec-
ture needs equal representation of women, 
yes, but especially women of color, trans 
women and other intersectional and margin-
alized identities at all levels and in all auspic-
es of diplomacy. 

● Mandatory training on gender, SRHR, 
anti-racism and implicit bias training in both 
early-career and ongoing professional devel-
opment. In the mandatory six-week training 
course that all foreign service officers (FSOs) 
undergo, known as the A100, advancing 
gender equality should be a key component. 
In addition to FSOs, anyone working with 
State Department funding should undergo 
the gender training, and all FSOs should 
participate in periodic and mandatory refresh-
er courses on gender and SRHR as a key 
part of professional development.

● An update to the State human resources 
policies to ensure that leave policies, includ-
ing family leave, child care, deployment 
options and policies, trailing spouses and 
more, build towards a more equitable and 

just workforce and encourage the promotion 
and retention of those who choose to 
become parents. Gender-based violence and 
workplace harassment should not be tolerat-
ed, and policies that allow abusers to move 
from one post to another once accused 
without facing consequences related to their 
employment and/or promotion should be 
abolished. 

● The elevation of the issue of gender equality 
in bilateral meetings and have consistent 
redlines that can be deployed in negotiations 
surrounding climate and other multilateral 
agreements.  

● The United States must acknowledge and 
codify inconsistencies with an acknowledge-
ment and procedure for why violating U.S. 
ideals to engage in diplomatic actions or 
negotiations that undermine feminist foreign 
policy goals and objectives. As part of this, 
the U.S. government should define terminolo-
gy, including SRHR and clearly articulate 
redlines and what is acceptable in multilateral 
negotiations and include an explicit process 
whereby the United States can remove itself 
from negotiations or agreements.

● The United States must also codify process-
es where there are inconsistencies between 
diplomacy and the overarching goals of a 
feminist foreign policy. This includes engage-
ment with countries that perpetuate human 
rights abuses and drawing redlines around 
where engagement is helpful to those whose 
rights are abused and where, even if it 
serves national interests, the United States 
cannot engage with such states. 

● Mandatory gender analyses in order to 
receive State Department funding and 
include transparent reporting and account-
ability measures against those metrics, this 
includes ex ante estimates and ex post 
reports. Further to that, guidance should be 
issued to Embassies on the status of women 
and prioritizing the status of women a metric 
for evaluating the growth of any country. 
Diplomatic tools like the State Department’s 
annual Country Reports on Human Rights 
Practices should include robust evidence on 
all aspects of women’s human rights, includ-
ing SRHR. These annual country reports are 
key documents for development, humanitari-
an and private sector actors who rely on the 
information they contain to make important 

decisions and investments. 
● The United States must hold itself to the 

same standards to which it holds other state 
actors, reporting on human rights practices 
and abuses as part of the annual country 
Human Rights Reports. This has been done 
in the past in Trafficking in Persons (TIP) 
reports. 

[Placeholder for Immigration]
The group discussion on feminist foreign policy 
raised immigration as a priority issue that would 
need to be addressed but those present lacked 
expertise in this area. Limited recommendations 
that emerged in the course of discussion included 
recognizing gender-based violence and reproduc-
tive coercion (including forced pregnancy) as 
eligibility criteria for individuals seeking asylum in 
the United States as well as law enforcement 
training on these types of claims and how to 
respond and the closure of private detention 
centers and ending of the family separation policy 
for those in detention as well as immigrants and 
asylum seekers. Additional insights will be captured 
in this area in ensuing consultations and a more 
robust chapter on immigration will appear in the 
final proposal released early next year.

VI. Accountability Mechanisms

Perhaps the greatest issue that has emerged from 
consultations to-date is the importance of account-
ability: ensuring that promises to advance a feminist 
approach are honored through full funding, the 
development of participatory approaches to policy 
formulation and implementation, the setting and 
reaching of specific, time-bound and measurable 
goals and through transparency. 

For the purposes of this paper, accountability of a 
feminist foreign policy includes: 1) A process of 
commitment-making, implementation and evalua-
tion that is evidence-based, transparent and inclu-
sive of individuals impacted by its practice; and 2) 
the generation of outcomes that do no harm and 
are desired by and beneficial to those impacted.

Structurally speaking, a U.S. feminist foreign policy 
must be accompanied by a robust mechanism by 
which to publicly track progress on implementation 
and hold promises to account. Two key factors 
within this are the allocation of sufficient funds for 
the full implementation of the policy, and a transpar-

ent and inclusive system of reporting on progress 
and outcomes.

1. Funding
As noted above, the OECD-DAC gender equality 
policy marker records aid activities around a 
three-point scoring system and notes whether the 
policy objective is to promote gender equality as a 
primary objective, significant objective or whether 
gender equality was not targeted as an objective.20

While the gender marker is an imperfect metric, it is 
an immediately available one. Using the 
OECD-DAC marker, a recommended 100 percent 
of U.S. foreign assistance should have gender as a 
principal or significant objective, and of that foreign 
assistance, twenty percent must include gender 
equality as a primary goal. This is consistent with 
Sweden’s achievements under their feminist foreign 
policy,21 and with recommendations by feminist 
activists organizing to influence the Group of 7 (G7) 
in 2019.22

This mechanism needs significant improvements. 
There should be alignment between U.S. budget 
creation and reporting timelines and OECD-DAC 
timelines to ensure that U.S. commitments intended 
to promote gender equality are captured accurately. 
Currently, the Congressional Budget Justification 
(CBJ), which is “the annual presentation to the 
Congress that justifies the entire Foreign Opera-
tions Budget Request and reflects the continuing 
process to provide improved strategic focus, data 
quality”23 occurs early in the calendar year and is 
based on the U.S. government fiscal year, whereas 
the OECD-DAC timeline is not.

In addition to increased and more transparent 
funding for gender equality, the inclusion of groups 
and individuals typically excluded from decision 
making processes is pivotal. Grassroots and local 
organizations best-placed to do critical work to 
reduce gender inequality often lack the technical 
and financial resources to apply for U.S. govern-
ment funding. U.S. policy should balance grass-
roots and community inclusion with mitigating time 
and resource burdens on organizations expected to 
represent traditionally marginalized viewpoints. One 
model to consider in this effort is the recently-estab-
lished Equality Fund. 

Another shortcoming of this mechanism is that it is 
self-reported and there is no external validation or 
independent review confirming that donor-reported 

data is aligned to OECD guidelines for each gender 
policy marker. There should be an independent 
mechanism that tracks and validates self-reported 
data consistently across countries.

2. Reporting
Feminist policymaking must distinguish itself from 
business-as-usual both in its process and 
outcomes. Policymakers and implementers will 
need to clearly articulate those policies or condi-
tions that violet feminist principles (e.g., Tanzania’s 
banning of girls from school when they become 
pregnant). Decisions about what these circum-
stances are, and what U.S. policy reactions should 
be, must be made in consultation with local actors 
to avoid unintended consequences and should be 
transparently reported on to the public as a part of a 
regular reporting. The policy itself, as well as the 
reporting on it, should avoid the creation of new, 
siloed initiatives and explore how to streamline 
existing accountability processes.

We have limited evidence on the extent to which 
international conventions (e.g., the Convention on 
the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination 
Against Women or CEDAW) and other accountabili-
ty mechanisms have played a role in successfully 
narrowing gender gaps and improving the lives of 
women and girls. To date, Sweden’s reporting 
process on their Feminist Foreign Policy has been 
in the form of illustrative case studies rather than 
quantifiable data on outcomes across all levers of 
foreign policy. It is recommended that a U.S. policy 
take on a more robust framework for monitoring 
and evaluating outcomes, rather than outputs, and 
be made publicly available on a regular basis. 

With the understanding that complex social norm 
change takes time, reporting is still necessary to 
demonstrate incremental progress where the 
feminist foreign policy practices are having the 
greatest impact and where they are not. By making 
these actions more visible, greater progress against 
is more likely. In this respect, France’s policy is 
perhaps a good example: they have articulated 
actionable objectives and outcomes, indicators, key 
stakeholders, and an anticipated timeline for com-
pletion against five core areas. The United States 
should undertake a similar mechanism in their 
reporting, creating new, rather than repackaged, 
commitments that are specific, measurable, achiev-
able, relevant and time-bound (SMART).

The United States should also strive for a model of 

external validation, wherein independent research-
ers and civil society representatives examine the 
extent to which commitments have been met and 
report publicly on their findings.

VII. Conclusion

The above recommendations for the restructuring 
and reprioritization of U.S. foreign policy efforts to 
advance a feminist foreign policy on behalf of the 
United States should be viewed as a starting point. 
In the coming months, there will be a series of 
stakeholder consultations to further refine and 
augment this proposal, seeking the benefit of 
additional expertise. At the end of this process, a 
comprehensive proposal will be developed for 
harnessing the full power of U.S. foreign policy in a 
manner that prioritizes gender equality and environ-
mental integrity, enshrines the human rights of all, 
seeks to disrupt colonial, patriarchal and male-dom-
inated power structures and allocates significant 
resources, including research, to achieve that 
vision.

Annex - List of Acronyms and Definitions

Agency: An individual or group’s ability to make 
choices and to transform those choices into desired 
outcomes. Incorporating agency into policy requires 
contemplating issues of autonomy, choice, empow-
erment and meaningful engagement. A feminist 
lens on agency moves beyond seeing women as 
participants or beneficiaries; it means that women 
in all their diversity are experts on their own experi-
ence, agents of their own lives and actors in their 
community and society. 

Bodily autonomy: Achieving the highest standard 
of sexual and reproductive health and
rights is based on the fundamental human rights of 
all individuals to: have their bodily integrity, privacy 
and personal autonomy respected; freely define 
their own sexuality; decide whether and when to be 
sexually active; choose their sexual partners; have 
safe and pleasurable sexual experiences; decide 
whether, when and whom to marry; decide whether, 
when and by what means to have a child or 
children and how many children to have; and have 
access over their lifetimes to the information, 
resources, services and support necessary to 
achieve all the above, free from discrimination, 
coercion, exploitation and violence.

even as the policy is implemented. This 
“co-creation” process should not be a 
one-time event, but rather an iterative and 
reflective exercise that is progressively more 
inclusive over time.

● Adopt or expand gender policies in the White 
House and each agency responsible for 
implementing feminist foreign policy, includ-
ing mandatory gender analyses for all proj-
ects and programs. 

● Gender analyses should be standard prac-
tice in program implementation throughout 
the government, tailored for each agency.  
Gender policies should be both internally and 
externally facing, from personnel decisions to 
agency program interventions. Agencies 
include but are not limited to the Millennium 
Challenge Corporation (MCC), the Depart-
ment of State (State), Department of Defense 
(DOD), Department of Justice (DOJ), Depart-
ment of Agriculture (USDA), Peace Corps, 
the U.S. Agency for International Develop-
ment (USDAID) and the U.S. International 
Development Finance Corporation.  

● Articulate policy limitations: where implemen-
tation of U.S. foreign policy countervenes the 
principles of a feminist foreign policy, includ-
ing in cases of national security, the rationale 
must be publicly articulated. 

● Adopt a common accountability framework 
tracking desired goals, objectives, targets 
and outcomes of the U.S. feminist foreign 
policy as part of a transparent consultation 
process between the government and civil 
society, including but not limited to the public 
reporting of annual progress to promote 
gender equality through both internal opera-
tions and external foreign policy functions. 

V. Agency and/or “Lever”-Specific Recom-
mendations for U.S. Feminist Foreign 
Policy

1. Foreign Assistance 
U.S. foreign assistance helps tens of millions of 
people each year, often providing life-saving assis-
tance. As important as this aid is, it still accounts for 
a tiny slice of the U.S. federal budget, less than one 
percent.13 Of that, a smaller amount supports 
gender equality and inclusion. An infinitesimal 
amount finds its way to local, women-led and 
feminist organizations and grassroots gender 
equality movements—key indicators of the extent 

to which foreign assistance prioritizes gender 
equality. 

A U.S. feminist foreign policy would promote 
gender equality through (1) robust and transparent 
funding to promote gender equality in international 
development and humanitarian assistance; (2) 
gender analysis of all international development 
and humanitarian assistance activities; (3) consul-
tation with and direct investments in women-led 
and women’s rights organizations globally; (4) full 
funding for comprehensive sexual, reproductive 
health and rights programs; and (5) the removal of 
harmful conditio ns tied to U.S. foreign assistance.

One challenge with transparent funding is that most 
mechanisms for tracking foreign assistance are 
self-reported. How one donor government or 
specific development agency defines a project as 
impacting gender equality may differ from another. 
Dollars counted towards promoting gender equality 
may also count towards economic growth or educa-
tion, for example, which makes it difficult to track 
the exact amounts spent to increase gender equali-
ty. One of the most widely used mechanisms to 
track aid that is intended to promote gender equali-
ty is the OECD’s Development Assistance Commit-
tee (DAC) gender equality policy marker. This is a 
qualitative statistical tool that members use to 
report annually on whether an aid activity “principal-
ly” or “significantly” targets gender equality as a 
policy objective. Some private sector entities and 
philanthropies have also begun to monitor their 
activities with this tool.14 While it can be a good way 
to compare country investments against one anoth-
er, there is also the potential for inaccurate report-
ing, given that the current system lacks any form of 
external validation or independent review of donors’
self-reported data. In addition to the DAC recom-
mendations below, the accountability section which 
follows enumerates several other recommenda-
tions for reporting and prioritizing gender equality. 
These include support for women’s rights organiza-
tions in the form of funding and greater transparen-
cy around how projects and programs mainstream 
and/or prioritize gender. Where OECD DAC recom-
mendations are made, below, it is because that is 
currently the best form of tracking and implement-
ing these requests most immediately and before a 
more robust and transparent mechanism can be 
created and utilized.

Environmental integrity: the sustenance of 
biophysical processes that support all living organ-
isms, by protecting diversity, ecological functions 
and resilience of all ecosystems. 

Feminist foreign policy: Feminist foreign policy is 
the policy of a state that defines its interactions with 
other states, as well as movements and other 
non-state actors, in a manner that prioritizes gender 
equality and environmental integrity, enshrines the 
human rights of all, seeks to disrupt colonial, racist, 
patriarchal and male-dominated power structures 
and allocates significant resources, including 
research, to achieve that vision. Feminist foreign 
policy is coherent in its approach across all of its 
levers of influence, anchored by the exercise of 
those values at home and co-created with feminist 
activists, groups and movements, at home and 
abroad.

Intersectionality: The multiple aspects of identity 
that play out in people’s lives and experiences that 
can compound and exacerbate oppression. An 
intersectional approach in policy takes account the 
complex ways that multiple identities intersect and 
influence interests, participation and outcomes.an 
approach that takes into account and seeks to 
address the multiple and often intersecting forms of 
discrimination such as gender, race, age, class, 
socioeconomic status, physical or mental ability, 
gender or sexual identity, religion, or ethnicity.24  

Sexual and reproductive health and rights: A 
state of physical, emotional, mental and social 
well-being in relation to all aspects of sexuality and 
reproduction, not merely the absence of disease, 
dysfunction, or infirmity. Therefore, a positive 
approach to sexuality and reproduction should 
recognize the part played by pleasurable sexual 
relationships, trust and communication in promoting 
self-esteem and overall well-being. All individuals 
have a right to make decisions governing their 
bodies and to access services that support that 
right.”25  

Abbreviations: 
DAC: Development Assistance Committee of the 

OECD
DOD: U.S. Department of Defense 
DOJ: U.S. Department of Justice
LGBTQIA+: Lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, 

intersex, queer/questioning, intersex, asexual 
and many other terms, such as non-binary and 
pansexual.

OECD: Organisation for Economic Co-operation 
and Development

SRHR: Sexual and reproductive health and rights
USAID: U.S. Agency for International Development 
USDA: U.S. Department of Agriculture
WPS: Women, peace and security
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IV. Cross-Cutting Recommendations for 
Implementation of Key Principles

There are five cross-cutting elements that are 
necessary to advance feminist foreign policy across 
the whole-of-government: (1) High level leadership
with mandate to promote feminist foreign policy; (2) 
Commitment to gender parity, diversity and inclu-
sion both internally, among leadership and staff, 
and externally, co-created12 with feminists outside 
government; (3) Training and capacity-building to 
ensure robust implementation; (4) Gender analysis 
underlying all aspects of foreign policy; and (5) 
Adequate resourcing to ensure all of the above.

The full embrace of these elements would be a 
considerable departure from the status quo of how 
U.S. foreign policy is currently structured. As such, 
this discussion draft outlines two architectural 
models that might achieve this. Over the course of 
the ensuing consultations and outreach these 
proposals will be sharpened and adapted to inform 
the final proposal for a U.S. feminist foreign policy, 
to be published in early 2020. 

Potential Models of High-Level Leadership for 
Feminist Foreign Policy

1. Presidential Leadership and Mainstreaming 
Throughout Current Structures
In this model, the President announces that the 
United States will adopt a feminist foreign policy, to 
be co-created and implemented in consultation with 
feminists inside and outside of government, and 
commits to ensure cohesion across all levers of 
foreign policy using existing structures. Under this 
approach, the executive branch adopts a coherent 
and unified vision for feminist foreign policy, and 
each agency articulates a series of commitments— 
including staffing, budgetary, legislative affairs and 
communications—to implement it. High-level 
leadership and cohesion would likely spur more 
meaningful action throughout the government and 
ensure that the agenda is mainstreamed across all 
relevant agencies as well as become a core priority 
for White House offices, including public engage-
ment, legislative affairs and the National Security 
Council (NSC).

2. New Structures: Creation of A Feminist Coun-
cil in the White House
Another model is the establishment of a new and 
separate authority for the development, implemen-

tation, and reporting of a U.S. feminist foreign 
policy, potentially including a standalone body to 
guide and monitor implementation. This would 
include Secretaries of each agency as well as civil 
society leaders from the United States and around 
the world. The council would oversee a robust 
budget and would coordinate with relevant domes-
tic agencies as well. This council would have 
statutory authority as well as a public engagement 
function, centralizing engagement with gender 
issues and coordinating key high-level stakeholders 
across and outside of the government, including the 
NSC. The work of the White House Council on 
Women and Girls, which has traditionally had a 
more domestic than global focus, would be 
subsumed under the new Council as it would 
include an equal emphasis on a feminist approach 
to policy at home and abroad. The Council would 
coordinate efforts—from policy formulation to 
implementation and progress reporting--across 
agencies, elevating gender issues in the executive 
branch and integrating gender within White House 
structures. 

It is critical that such a structure have authority, 
funding and a mandate to meaningfully and trans-
parently engage with civil society. Otherwise, it runs 
the risk of separating gender from the places where 
power is concentrated and where key decisions are 
made, rather than integrating gender into the fabric 
of the government. The Council could also include 
members outside of government, particularly 
women and other marginalized groups from the 
Global South who would advise relevant agencies 
on of the outcomes, goals and objectives against 
which to be measured, which would be particularly 
important for ensuring foreign assistance is deliv-
ered in line with its intentions.

3. Additional Actions to Develop and Implement 
Feminist Foreign Policy Across Government
In addition to one of the above structural models for 
feminist foreign policy, the following actions should 
be implemented across the whole-of-government. 
Agency-specific recommendations follow in the 
ensuing section.

● Achieve gender parity in political appoint-
ments and diversity and intersectional repre-
sentation throughout all agencies and ranks 
of government.

● Co-create  feminist foreign policy with femi-
nists inside and outside of the government, 

I. Background

With the launch of Sweden’s Feminist Foreign 
Policy in 2014,1 Canada’s Feminist Foreign Assis-
tance Policy in 20172 and France’s Feminist 
Foreign Policy in 2019,3 a group of Washing-
ton-based foreign policy experts and advocates for 
global gender equality came together over the 
course of three days in August of 2019 to sketch out 
what such an effort might look like for the United 
States. The group's discussion built off of a 
research review of feminist foreign policy as 
expressed by other countries,4 as well as ideas 
surfaced from consultations with more than 100 
feminist activists from over 30 countries. The 
experts gathered discussed policy ideas in the 
following areas: diplomacy, defense, foreign assis-
tance and trade, as well as in the cross-cutting 
issue areas of climate change5 and sexual and 
reproductive health and rights.6 A final policy 
agenda will be refined through global consultations 
and input of additional experts and organizations, 
and will be published ahead of events marking the 
25th anniversary of the Fourth World Conference 
on Women in Beijing and resulting Declaration and 
Platform for Action.7 This document elucidates a 
vision for the highest standard of U.S. foreign policy 
that promotes gender equality, human rights, peace 
and environmental integrity. It includes a proposed 
definition, key principles and policy recommenda-
tions that will be expanded and refined over coming 
months.

II. Defining a Feminist Foreign Policy for the 
United States

A country’s foreign policy is a statement of its 
values and priorities. The implementation of foreign 
policy, across all of its various levers, is one demon-
stration of how a nation lives its values. Now more 
than ever, the United States needs a feminist 
approach—one that fundamentally alters the way 
the nation conducts itself, prioritizing the importance 
of diplomatic solutions, cooperating with allies and 
international institutions, embracing a progressive, 
inclusive and rights-based agenda, valuing the 
voices of the most marginalized and addressing 
racist, ableist, sexist, homophobic and transphobic 
and patriarchal and/or male-dominated systems of 
power. 

Foreign policy shapes how a government defines 

and prioritizes peace and security, structures trade, 
provides humanitarian aid and development assis-
tance and works with other nations and non-state 
actors. Coherence across all aspects of foreign 
policy is paramount for a feminist approach; so too 
should coherence extend across domestic and 
foreign policy, with both embracing the same femi-
nist values.

To clarify the goals of a feminist foreign policy and 
to promote coherence of a feminist approach 
across policy domains, the following draft definition 
is proposed: 

Feminist foreign policy is the policy of a state that 
defines its interactions with other states, as well as 
movements and other non-state actors, in a manner 
that prioritizes gender equality and environmental 
integrity, enshrines the human rights of all, seeks to 
disrupt colonial, racist, patriarchal and male-domi-
nated power structures, and allocates significant 
resources, including research, to achieve that 
vision. Feminist foreign policy is coherent in its 
approach across all of its levers of influence, 
anchored by the exercise of those values at home 
and co-created with feminist activists, groups and 
movements, at home and abroad.

Taking that as the guiding vision for feminist foreign 
policy, there are a number of key principles and 
policy recommendations that apply across the 
whole of the U.S. government. Following this, 
specific policy recommendations are made for each 
of the major levers of foreign policy—aid, trade, 
diplomacy and defense—as well as thematic priori-
ties that should be addressed within a U.S. feminist 
foreign policy. This is not yet a complete policy 
package; additional consultations and efforts will 
augment, refine and supplement this opening salvo 
over the course of ensuing months. However, it is a 
solid start.

III. Key Principles for U.S. Feminist Foreign 
Policy

Given the complicated legacy of U.S. global 
engagement as both a colony and colonizer, as well 
as its associated history of struggles for racial, 
gender and environmental integrity both at home 
and abroad, a number of key principles should 
underpin a U.S. feminist foreign policy.

First, human rights are women’s rights and wom-
en’s rights are human rights. U.S. foreign policy 
must respect the rights recognized by international 
and domestic law and should place itself on the 
side of those seeking to defend and expand the 
rights and freedoms of individuals and groups 
around the world. 

Second, U.S. policy should be representative, 
inclusive, responsive and accountable to stake-
holders. Foreign policy has traditionally been 
informed by patriarchal and discriminatory social 
norms and implemented through male-dominated 
institutions. A feminist approach demands gender 
parity in representation, as well as active commit-
ment to gender, racial and other forms of diversity, 
equity and inclusion. A U.S. government commit-
ment to diversity and inclusion should not exclu-
sively focus on rhetoric and internal processes, but 
also on the impact of its policies and public-private 
partnerships on diverse communities. As such, this 
principle includes a government-wide commitment 
to consultation with civil society and feminist move-
ments outside of government, including and espe-
cially in the Global South. 

Third, a feminist foreign policy should take an 
intersectional approach to feminism. This is an 
approach that takes into account and seeks to 
address the multiple and often intersecting forms of 
discrimination such as gender, race, age, class, 
socioeconomic status, physical or mental ability, 
gender or sexual identity, religion or ethnicity.8

Fourth, a feminist foreign policy should promote 
and protect bodily autonomy. Recognizing that the 
oppression of women and gender-nonconforming 
individuals has traditionally been expressed in the 
regulation and restriction of bodies and rights, a 
feminist approach would model its inverse, starting 
with the basic principle of bodily autonomy. A
feminist approach embraces sexual and reproduc-
tive health and rights, which according to the 
Guttmacher Institute is defined as: “A state of 
physical, emotional, mental and social well-being in 
relation to all aspects of sexuality and reproduction, 
not merely the absence of disease, dysfunction, or 
infirmity. Therefore, a positive approach to sexuality 
and reproduction should recognize the part played 
by pleasurable sexual relationships, trust and 
communication in promoting self-esteem and 
overall well-being. All individuals have a right to 
make decisions governing their bodies and to 

access services that support that right.”9 This 
approach should also enshrine bodily autonomy, 
which the Blueprint for Sexual and Reproductive 
Health, Rights and Justice defines as: “Achieving 
the highest standard of sexual and reproductive 
health and rights is based on the fundamental 
human rights of all individuals to: have their bodily 
integrity, privacy and personal autonomy respected; 
freely define their own sexuality; decide whether 
and when to be sexually active; choose their sexual 
partners; have safe and pleasurable sexual experi-
ences; decide whether, when and whom to marry; 
decide whether, when and by what means to have 
a child or children and how many children to have; 
and have access over their lifetimes to the informa-
tion, resources, services and support necessary to 
achieve all the above, free from discrimination, 
coercion, exploitation and violence.”

Fifth, environmental integrity. Here, environmental 
integrity is defined as the sustenance of biophysical 
processes that support all living organisms, by 
protecting diversity, ecological functions and resil-
ience of all ecosystems. Climate change erodes 
human freedoms and limits choice. However, the 
impacts of climate change are not felt equally. 
Climate change affects everyone, but women and 
men experience the impacts differently, and women 
are often disproportionately negatively affected. 
Women, compared to men, often have limited 
access to resources, more restricted rights, limited 
mobility and a muted voice in shaping decisions 
and influencing policy. Climate change can also 
impact security, particularly for those who are 
already most vulnerable in a society, often women, 
girls, gender minorities and LGBTQIA+ persons, 
those with disabilities and most especially those 
with intersecting marginalized identities. Threats 
related to the climate crisis generally viewed as a  
“threat multiplier- a phenomenon that can worsen 
or exacerbate other sources of instability and 
conflict, such as competition for natural resources 
and ethnic tensions.”10  By way of just one exam-
ple, following extreme climate-related flooding in 
Bangladesh, child marriage rates soared.11 All 
efforts to adapt to and mitigate climate change 
must include specific protections for and acknowl-
edgment of the harm to communities of color, 
indigenous peoples and other frontline and margin-
alized communities around the world, while seeking 
to address gender inequality.

Currently, U.S. foreign assistance has several 
contingencies, ranging from how goods and 
services are sourced and delivered to how trade 
agreements are shaped. These contingencies often 
make aid costlier to deliver and less effective 
overall. It is recommended that all limiting condi-
tions  on U.S. foreign assistance be removed, such 
as the prioritization of U.S. private sector entities 
and faith-based organizations through foreign 
assistance. In its current form, U.S. foreign policy 
exempts some U.S.-funded organizations from 
implementing U.S. policy. Other forms of contingen-
cies make it difficult to establish the trust required to 
implement services, reach key populations and 
otherwise directly engage with those USAID is most 
meant to serve. The removal of conditions on U.S. 
foreign assistance would make assistance dollars 
go farther.

Recommendations for all agencies providing 
foreign assistance including USAID, State, DOD, 
MCC, the Peace Corps, DOJ, USDA and the 
Department of Labor:

● Increase investments in gender equality as 
measured by the OECD-DAC, as well as 
direct support for women’s rights organiza-
tions. 

● Prioritize co-creation and local ownership of 
foreign aid, with local constituencies inform-
ing development programs from their incep-
tion through to evaluation, including participa-
tory approaches such as community score-
cards. 

● Allocate robust and transparent funding for 
gender equality in international development 
and humanitarian assistance, and throughout 
foreign assistance. This should include a floor 
of 20 percent of ODA for gender equality as a 
principal objective (OECD-DAC marker 2) 
and requiring gender analysis for all of U.S. 
foreign assistance programs (OECD-DAC 
marker 1 and 2 combined, gender equality as 
a principal or significant objective). 

● Substantially increase direct investments in 
women-led and women’s rights organiza-
tions. One mechanism that should be consid-
ered in this regard is Canada’s recent-
ly-launched Equality Fund, which supports 
women’s rights organizations and feminist 
movements by providing technical assis-
tance, financial resources and grounding that 
work in the priorities identified by local orga-

nizations and the movements leading change 
in their communities.15 Of particular interest is 
that the Fund itself ($300m CAD) is managed 
by feminist funders—including women’s 
funds and gender-lens investors—and not by 
Canada’s development agency.

● Repeal the expanded Mexico City Policy 
(also referred to as “Protecting Life in Global 
Health Assistance” by the current administra-
tion or the global gag rule by advocates) and 
ensure funding for sexual and reproductive 
health and comprehensive sexuality educa-
tion. This aligns with other actions raised 
during the August 2019 convening, including 
working with Congress to end the Helms 
Amendment (banning the use of federal 
funds for abortion as a family planning 
method) and National Security Presidential 
Directive 22 (which conflates human traffick-
ing and sex work), as well as the foreign 
policy proposals outlined in the Blueprint for 
Sexual and Reproductive Health, Rights and 
Justice.

[Placeholder for Feminist Humanitarian Aid]
The majority of the group discussion on feminist aid 
focused on development assistance, to the exclu-
sion of humanitarian assistance. This will be 
addressed after future consultation with humanitari-
an organizations such as the International Rescue 
Committee (which has recently launched a feminist 
approach to humanitarian aid).

2. Trade 
Trade is a necessary and vital component of a 
nation’s economic success and growth and a key 
part of their engagement with other nations. At 
various points in the nation’s history, trade has 
been used as a way to grow America’s power 
globally, to maintain world order, to encourage 
peace, reduce domestic debt and to combat autoc-
racy.

A U.S. feminist foreign policy would prioritize femi-
nist trade policy through the promotion of women’s 
rights and equitable and dignified labor practices up 
and down the value chain, as well as the reduction 
and mitigation of the harmful impacts of climate 
change associated with trade. Importantly, it would 
go beyond where other countries who have insert-
ed a gender chapter in trade agreements have 
gone, including women’s rights commitments in the 
binding sections of deals. 

A successful trade policy should be one that: (1) 
Refrains from trade deals that won't equally benefit 
women due to de jure discrimination (e.g., import-
ing goods from sectors that have legal restrictions 
on women's employment); (2) Prioritizes support of 
local actors —– e.g., trade unions or workers’ rights 
organizations — to engage in trade negotiations 
and raise complaints/violations; and (3) Set targets 
for public procurement from women-owned firms.

Mechanisms exist for analyzing gender impacts of 
trade  throughout the value chain, such as those 
developed for gender analysis in MCC  and World 
Bank projects, or a certification mechanism, such 
as EDGE. Such mechanisms could track the 
amount of trade dollars that go towards wom-
en-owned businesses and promoting women’s and 
gender equality in the value chain, giving a compet-
itive advantage to those private sector entities who 
are doing more to promote gender equality in order 
to foster private sector growth in this area.

Specific recommendations for trade policy and 
practices under a U.S. feminist foreign policy 
include:

● The development of new mechanisms to link 
gender equality to environmental and labor 
concerns in trade agreements. 

● Incorporating women’s human rights and 
gender equality in bilateral and multilateral 
trade agreements, specifically in the binding 
sections. This includes principles around 
debt and redress in how these objectives are 
met. 

● Re-engagement in the Paris Agreement, 
which articulates some of these principles in 
the preamble. The United States should go 
further than the Paris Agreement, however, 
to operationalize these principles. 

● Support for and investment in the United 
Nations Framework Convention on Climate 
Change (UNFCCC) gender action plan, 
including aims to enhance women's partici-
pation and leadership in national delegations 
and on boards and bodies of the Convention, 
as well as enhanced gender-responsive 
implementation of national climate plans and 
policies. The UNFCCC supports increased 
participation of women in climate negotia-
tions and also contains specific gender 
action plans which reports on boards and 
bodies, includes a senior gender advisor and 

gender team and requests for training. The 
United States should be aware of and 
engaged in improving trade negotiations in 
their national plans and tracked against 
gender and climate actions.  

● Working towards the goal of mobilizing jointly 
$100 billion per year by 2020, the United 
States should re-commit ambitious and 
fair-share contributions to the Green Climate 
Fund, ensuring gender-responsive financing. 

● All trade agreements should include a 
gender analysis as well as a strategy for 
energy democracy and emissions reduction 
and climate change mitigation. There should 
be a financial commitment that is 100 
percent gender-responsive. 

● Trade agreements should not enforce ideo-
logically-driven agendas, such as privatiza-
tion of government entities or dismantling of 
health, safety and labor protections. The 
harms of these measures usually fall most 
heavily on women, lower income and margin-
alized people and are rarely compensated 
directly or indirectly through improved job 
creation or income. 

3. Defense
In order to achieve the goal of a more peaceful and 
healthy planet, U.S. national security and defense 
operations must be transformed. U.S. military 
interventions should be a last resort after fully 
utilizing the many and powerful tools available 
within the foreign policy apparatus: diplomacy, aid 
and trade. Military action should be primarily 
defensive in nature and require a very high stan-
dard of need. Additionally, military action should 
only be undertaken with a full and democratic 
debate, due political process16 and full disclosure of 
rationale, analysis of implications and clear goals 
and milestones for intervention. Where military 
action is chosen, it should be carefully overseen 
and subject to sunset provisions aimed at prevent-
ing mission creep, civilian deaths and ongoing 
obligations to continued military operations. 

Furthermore, a more feminist military policy com-
mits to preventing and responding to gender-based 
violence in conflict and to meaningfully including 
women and those who face discrimination in 
security forces, peace negotiations and post-con-
flict rebuilding. It encourages a diversity of intelli-
gence sources, including women and other margin-
alized groups, to understand the true scope of 

security concerns and impacts of potential actions 
and design responses with those interests in mind. 

The body of international and U.S. law that has 
most directly sought to advance this approach to 
military action is U.N. Security Council Resolution 
1325 and ensuing, “sister” resolutions that have 
formed the women, peace and security (WPS) 
agenda. A radical resolution when it passed in 
2000, UNSCR 1325 sought to advance human 
security and the promotion of peace via specific 
protections for women’s safety in conflict settings 
and their meaningful involvement in peacekeeping 
and humanitarian response, peace processes and 
rebuilding post-conflict.17 The United States has 
sought to incorporate UNSCR 1325 into its foreign 
policy through the U.S. National Action Plan (NAP) 
on Women, Peace and Security, first launched in 
2011 and updated in 2016,18 and subsequently by 
the Women, Peace and Security Act of 2017 and 
mandated National Strategy on Women, Peace and 
Security of 2019.19 Taken together, these laws and 
policies give the defense community the doctrinal 
mandate to implement UNSCR 1325 as a core part 
of their work. Gender analyses across both internal 
and external defense operations and an explicit 
focus on expanding gender expertise through 
training and recruitment and the diversification of 
intelligence sources will go a long way in advancing 
the necessary transformation of the U.S. defense 
apparatus in line with various existing WPS policy 
frameworks.

Specific recommendations for defense efforts 
authorized under a U.S. feminist foreign policy 
include:

● Crafting a National Security Strategy (NSS) 
that reflects women’s and other marginalized 
and gendered experiences.

● Fully implementing U.S. commitments to the 
women, peace and security agenda. In order 
to ensure that the U.S. government upholds 
these commitments, Congress should not 
release funds to agencies who are not imple-
menting their obligations in this area.  

● Creating a new, high-level position, either 
reporting to the Secretary of Defense at DOD 
or reporting to the National Security Advisor 
at the NSC, that is charged with developing 
and overseeing implementation of a more 
feminist approach to defense as part of the 
U.S. feminist foreign policy.

● Ensuring equal opportunity to meet perfor-
mance standards for female and LGBTQIA+ 
servicemembers.

● Lifting the transgender servicemember ban.
● Retooling internal policies to ensure provision 

of child care and spousal support that does 
not assume a male service member and 
female “trailing” spouse, and a total redesign 
of promotion and retention policies to be 
predicated on the successful implementation 
of gender equitable work and increased and 
diverse recruitment and promotion

● Ensuring comprehensive coverage of and 
access to sexual and reproductive health 
services, including contraception and abor-
tion, for people serving in the military. 

● Designing and delivering meaningful and 
consistently implemented justice mechanisms 
for those within the military system, but also 
for those outside of the system but against 
whom acts of gender-based violence are 
committed by military personnel.

● Providing increased training on the women, 
peace and security agenda and its integration 
into military colleges and training. An intro-
duction to WPS should be part of basic 
training. Additionally, there should be an 
independent evaluation gender training 
program at DOD that includes recommenda-
tions for improvement that are acted upon. In 
order to ensure a gender lens is incorporated 
across the board and not siloed or marginal-
ized, each and every member of U.S. 
defense and military operations—including 
political appointees and contractors—should 
receive training in gender analysis. 

4. Diplomacy
The United States must foster increased collabora-
tion and cooperation among state and non-state 
actors. This includes supporting the institutions and 
mechanisms that facilitate cooperation and non-mil-
itary conflict resolution and peaceful competition, as 
well as mitigating the effects of climate change. A
new framework for diplomacy is necessary to 
implement a feminist foreign policy that is respon-
sive to these and other concerns and will require 
leadership by both Congress and all elements of 
U.S. diplomatic action. If the United States is to lead 
the world as a moral authority or rapporteur on 
human rights abuses, then it must lead by example, 
particularly with countries where women’s freedom 
and bodily autonomy is a concern. There are three 

areas for immediate and sustained action to 
advance feminist diplomacy in the United States: 
(1) internal State Department  staffing, training and 
operations; (2) bilateral and multilateral diplomatic 
efforts;  and (3) the design and delivery of foreign 
assistance funding and technical assistance.

Recommendations include:

● The appointment of a high-level representa-
tive tasked with oversight of the feminist 
approach to diplomacy, including all external 
and internal (HR) practices, and reporting 
directly to the Secretary of State.

● In order for the United States to have a 
feminist, collaborative, civilian-led diplomacy 
equal to the challenges faced, the decline in 
funding and staffing of the State Department 
must be reversed. A specific percentage or 
dollar amount of recommended funding for 
both improving internal staffing and training 
and to support programs that prioritize 
gender equity globally is forthcoming.

● The commitment of the State Department to 
achieving gender balance amongst all U.S. 
diplomatic personnel, including foreign 
service and civil service officers, political 
appointees, cabinet and high-level roles. 
Gender balance should not be the only 
measure of success: the diplomatic architec-
ture needs equal representation of women, 
yes, but especially women of color, trans 
women and other intersectional and margin-
alized identities at all levels and in all auspic-
es of diplomacy. 

● Mandatory training on gender, SRHR, 
anti-racism and implicit bias training in both 
early-career and ongoing professional devel-
opment. In the mandatory six-week training 
course that all foreign service officers (FSOs) 
undergo, known as the A100, advancing 
gender equality should be a key component. 
In addition to FSOs, anyone working with 
State Department funding should undergo 
the gender training, and all FSOs should 
participate in periodic and mandatory refresh-
er courses on gender and SRHR as a key 
part of professional development.

● An update to the State human resources 
policies to ensure that leave policies, includ-
ing family leave, child care, deployment 
options and policies, trailing spouses and 
more, build towards a more equitable and 

just workforce and encourage the promotion 
and retention of those who choose to 
become parents. Gender-based violence and 
workplace harassment should not be tolerat-
ed, and policies that allow abusers to move 
from one post to another once accused 
without facing consequences related to their 
employment and/or promotion should be 
abolished. 

● The elevation of the issue of gender equality 
in bilateral meetings and have consistent 
redlines that can be deployed in negotiations 
surrounding climate and other multilateral 
agreements.  

● The United States must acknowledge and 
codify inconsistencies with an acknowledge-
ment and procedure for why violating U.S. 
ideals to engage in diplomatic actions or 
negotiations that undermine feminist foreign 
policy goals and objectives. As part of this, 
the U.S. government should define terminolo-
gy, including SRHR and clearly articulate 
redlines and what is acceptable in multilateral 
negotiations and include an explicit process 
whereby the United States can remove itself 
from negotiations or agreements.

● The United States must also codify process-
es where there are inconsistencies between 
diplomacy and the overarching goals of a 
feminist foreign policy. This includes engage-
ment with countries that perpetuate human 
rights abuses and drawing redlines around 
where engagement is helpful to those whose 
rights are abused and where, even if it 
serves national interests, the United States 
cannot engage with such states. 

● Mandatory gender analyses in order to 
receive State Department funding and 
include transparent reporting and account-
ability measures against those metrics, this 
includes ex ante estimates and ex post 
reports. Further to that, guidance should be 
issued to Embassies on the status of women 
and prioritizing the status of women a metric 
for evaluating the growth of any country. 
Diplomatic tools like the State Department’s 
annual Country Reports on Human Rights 
Practices should include robust evidence on 
all aspects of women’s human rights, includ-
ing SRHR. These annual country reports are 
key documents for development, humanitari-
an and private sector actors who rely on the 
information they contain to make important 

decisions and investments. 
● The United States must hold itself to the 

same standards to which it holds other state 
actors, reporting on human rights practices 
and abuses as part of the annual country 
Human Rights Reports. This has been done 
in the past in Trafficking in Persons (TIP) 
reports. 

[Placeholder for Immigration]
The group discussion on feminist foreign policy 
raised immigration as a priority issue that would 
need to be addressed but those present lacked 
expertise in this area. Limited recommendations 
that emerged in the course of discussion included 
recognizing gender-based violence and reproduc-
tive coercion (including forced pregnancy) as 
eligibility criteria for individuals seeking asylum in 
the United States as well as law enforcement 
training on these types of claims and how to 
respond and the closure of private detention 
centers and ending of the family separation policy 
for those in detention as well as immigrants and 
asylum seekers. Additional insights will be captured 
in this area in ensuing consultations and a more 
robust chapter on immigration will appear in the 
final proposal released early next year.

VI. Accountability Mechanisms

Perhaps the greatest issue that has emerged from 
consultations to-date is the importance of account-
ability: ensuring that promises to advance a feminist 
approach are honored through full funding, the 
development of participatory approaches to policy 
formulation and implementation, the setting and 
reaching of specific, time-bound and measurable 
goals and through transparency. 

For the purposes of this paper, accountability of a 
feminist foreign policy includes: 1) A process of 
commitment-making, implementation and evalua-
tion that is evidence-based, transparent and inclu-
sive of individuals impacted by its practice; and 2) 
the generation of outcomes that do no harm and 
are desired by and beneficial to those impacted.

Structurally speaking, a U.S. feminist foreign policy 
must be accompanied by a robust mechanism by 
which to publicly track progress on implementation 
and hold promises to account. Two key factors 
within this are the allocation of sufficient funds for 
the full implementation of the policy, and a transpar-

ent and inclusive system of reporting on progress 
and outcomes.

1. Funding
As noted above, the OECD-DAC gender equality 
policy marker records aid activities around a 
three-point scoring system and notes whether the 
policy objective is to promote gender equality as a 
primary objective, significant objective or whether 
gender equality was not targeted as an objective.20

While the gender marker is an imperfect metric, it is 
an immediately available one. Using the 
OECD-DAC marker, a recommended 100 percent 
of U.S. foreign assistance should have gender as a 
principal or significant objective, and of that foreign 
assistance, twenty percent must include gender 
equality as a primary goal. This is consistent with 
Sweden’s achievements under their feminist foreign 
policy,21 and with recommendations by feminist 
activists organizing to influence the Group of 7 (G7) 
in 2019.22

This mechanism needs significant improvements. 
There should be alignment between U.S. budget 
creation and reporting timelines and OECD-DAC 
timelines to ensure that U.S. commitments intended 
to promote gender equality are captured accurately. 
Currently, the Congressional Budget Justification 
(CBJ), which is “the annual presentation to the 
Congress that justifies the entire Foreign Opera-
tions Budget Request and reflects the continuing 
process to provide improved strategic focus, data 
quality”23 occurs early in the calendar year and is 
based on the U.S. government fiscal year, whereas 
the OECD-DAC timeline is not.

In addition to increased and more transparent 
funding for gender equality, the inclusion of groups 
and individuals typically excluded from decision 
making processes is pivotal. Grassroots and local 
organizations best-placed to do critical work to 
reduce gender inequality often lack the technical 
and financial resources to apply for U.S. govern-
ment funding. U.S. policy should balance grass-
roots and community inclusion with mitigating time 
and resource burdens on organizations expected to 
represent traditionally marginalized viewpoints. One 
model to consider in this effort is the recently-estab-
lished Equality Fund. 

Another shortcoming of this mechanism is that it is 
self-reported and there is no external validation or 
independent review confirming that donor-reported 

data is aligned to OECD guidelines for each gender 
policy marker. There should be an independent 
mechanism that tracks and validates self-reported 
data consistently across countries.

2. Reporting
Feminist policymaking must distinguish itself from 
business-as-usual both in its process and 
outcomes. Policymakers and implementers will 
need to clearly articulate those policies or condi-
tions that violet feminist principles (e.g., Tanzania’s 
banning of girls from school when they become 
pregnant). Decisions about what these circum-
stances are, and what U.S. policy reactions should 
be, must be made in consultation with local actors 
to avoid unintended consequences and should be 
transparently reported on to the public as a part of a 
regular reporting. The policy itself, as well as the 
reporting on it, should avoid the creation of new, 
siloed initiatives and explore how to streamline 
existing accountability processes.

We have limited evidence on the extent to which 
international conventions (e.g., the Convention on 
the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination 
Against Women or CEDAW) and other accountabili-
ty mechanisms have played a role in successfully 
narrowing gender gaps and improving the lives of 
women and girls. To date, Sweden’s reporting 
process on their Feminist Foreign Policy has been 
in the form of illustrative case studies rather than 
quantifiable data on outcomes across all levers of 
foreign policy. It is recommended that a U.S. policy 
take on a more robust framework for monitoring 
and evaluating outcomes, rather than outputs, and 
be made publicly available on a regular basis. 

With the understanding that complex social norm 
change takes time, reporting is still necessary to 
demonstrate incremental progress where the 
feminist foreign policy practices are having the 
greatest impact and where they are not. By making 
these actions more visible, greater progress against 
is more likely. In this respect, France’s policy is 
perhaps a good example: they have articulated 
actionable objectives and outcomes, indicators, key 
stakeholders, and an anticipated timeline for com-
pletion against five core areas. The United States 
should undertake a similar mechanism in their 
reporting, creating new, rather than repackaged, 
commitments that are specific, measurable, achiev-
able, relevant and time-bound (SMART).

The United States should also strive for a model of 

external validation, wherein independent research-
ers and civil society representatives examine the 
extent to which commitments have been met and 
report publicly on their findings.

VII. Conclusion

The above recommendations for the restructuring 
and reprioritization of U.S. foreign policy efforts to 
advance a feminist foreign policy on behalf of the 
United States should be viewed as a starting point. 
In the coming months, there will be a series of 
stakeholder consultations to further refine and 
augment this proposal, seeking the benefit of 
additional expertise. At the end of this process, a 
comprehensive proposal will be developed for 
harnessing the full power of U.S. foreign policy in a 
manner that prioritizes gender equality and environ-
mental integrity, enshrines the human rights of all, 
seeks to disrupt colonial, patriarchal and male-dom-
inated power structures and allocates significant 
resources, including research, to achieve that 
vision.

Annex - List of Acronyms and Definitions

Agency: An individual or group’s ability to make 
choices and to transform those choices into desired 
outcomes. Incorporating agency into policy requires 
contemplating issues of autonomy, choice, empow-
erment and meaningful engagement. A feminist 
lens on agency moves beyond seeing women as 
participants or beneficiaries; it means that women 
in all their diversity are experts on their own experi-
ence, agents of their own lives and actors in their 
community and society. 

Bodily autonomy: Achieving the highest standard 
of sexual and reproductive health and
rights is based on the fundamental human rights of 
all individuals to: have their bodily integrity, privacy 
and personal autonomy respected; freely define 
their own sexuality; decide whether and when to be 
sexually active; choose their sexual partners; have 
safe and pleasurable sexual experiences; decide 
whether, when and whom to marry; decide whether, 
when and by what means to have a child or 
children and how many children to have; and have 
access over their lifetimes to the information, 
resources, services and support necessary to 
achieve all the above, free from discrimination, 
coercion, exploitation and violence.

even as the policy is implemented. This 
“co-creation” process should not be a 
one-time event, but rather an iterative and 
reflective exercise that is progressively more 
inclusive over time.

● Adopt or expand gender policies in the White 
House and each agency responsible for 
implementing feminist foreign policy, includ-
ing mandatory gender analyses for all proj-
ects and programs. 

● Gender analyses should be standard prac-
tice in program implementation throughout 
the government, tailored for each agency.  
Gender policies should be both internally and 
externally facing, from personnel decisions to 
agency program interventions. Agencies 
include but are not limited to the Millennium 
Challenge Corporation (MCC), the Depart-
ment of State (State), Department of Defense 
(DOD), Department of Justice (DOJ), Depart-
ment of Agriculture (USDA), Peace Corps, 
the U.S. Agency for International Develop-
ment (USDAID) and the U.S. International 
Development Finance Corporation.  

● Articulate policy limitations: where implemen-
tation of U.S. foreign policy countervenes the 
principles of a feminist foreign policy, includ-
ing in cases of national security, the rationale 
must be publicly articulated. 

● Adopt a common accountability framework 
tracking desired goals, objectives, targets 
and outcomes of the U.S. feminist foreign 
policy as part of a transparent consultation 
process between the government and civil 
society, including but not limited to the public 
reporting of annual progress to promote 
gender equality through both internal opera-
tions and external foreign policy functions. 

V. Agency and/or “Lever”-Specific Recom-
mendations for U.S. Feminist Foreign 
Policy

1. Foreign Assistance 
U.S. foreign assistance helps tens of millions of 
people each year, often providing life-saving assis-
tance. As important as this aid is, it still accounts for 
a tiny slice of the U.S. federal budget, less than one 
percent.13 Of that, a smaller amount supports 
gender equality and inclusion. An infinitesimal 
amount finds its way to local, women-led and 
feminist organizations and grassroots gender 
equality movements—key indicators of the extent 

to which foreign assistance prioritizes gender 
equality. 

A U.S. feminist foreign policy would promote 
gender equality through (1) robust and transparent 
funding to promote gender equality in international 
development and humanitarian assistance; (2) 
gender analysis of all international development 
and humanitarian assistance activities; (3) consul-
tation with and direct investments in women-led 
and women’s rights organizations globally; (4) full 
funding for comprehensive sexual, reproductive 
health and rights programs; and (5) the removal of 
harmful conditio ns tied to U.S. foreign assistance.

One challenge with transparent funding is that most 
mechanisms for tracking foreign assistance are 
self-reported. How one donor government or 
specific development agency defines a project as 
impacting gender equality may differ from another. 
Dollars counted towards promoting gender equality 
may also count towards economic growth or educa-
tion, for example, which makes it difficult to track 
the exact amounts spent to increase gender equali-
ty. One of the most widely used mechanisms to 
track aid that is intended to promote gender equali-
ty is the OECD’s Development Assistance Commit-
tee (DAC) gender equality policy marker. This is a 
qualitative statistical tool that members use to 
report annually on whether an aid activity “principal-
ly” or “significantly” targets gender equality as a 
policy objective. Some private sector entities and 
philanthropies have also begun to monitor their 
activities with this tool.14 While it can be a good way 
to compare country investments against one anoth-
er, there is also the potential for inaccurate report-
ing, given that the current system lacks any form of 
external validation or independent review of donors’
self-reported data. In addition to the DAC recom-
mendations below, the accountability section which 
follows enumerates several other recommenda-
tions for reporting and prioritizing gender equality. 
These include support for women’s rights organiza-
tions in the form of funding and greater transparen-
cy around how projects and programs mainstream 
and/or prioritize gender. Where OECD DAC recom-
mendations are made, below, it is because that is 
currently the best form of tracking and implement-
ing these requests most immediately and before a 
more robust and transparent mechanism can be 
created and utilized.

Environmental integrity: the sustenance of 
biophysical processes that support all living organ-
isms, by protecting diversity, ecological functions 
and resilience of all ecosystems. 

Feminist foreign policy: Feminist foreign policy is 
the policy of a state that defines its interactions with 
other states, as well as movements and other 
non-state actors, in a manner that prioritizes gender 
equality and environmental integrity, enshrines the 
human rights of all, seeks to disrupt colonial, racist, 
patriarchal and male-dominated power structures 
and allocates significant resources, including 
research, to achieve that vision. Feminist foreign 
policy is coherent in its approach across all of its 
levers of influence, anchored by the exercise of 
those values at home and co-created with feminist 
activists, groups and movements, at home and 
abroad.

Intersectionality: The multiple aspects of identity 
that play out in people’s lives and experiences that 
can compound and exacerbate oppression. An 
intersectional approach in policy takes account the 
complex ways that multiple identities intersect and 
influence interests, participation and outcomes.an 
approach that takes into account and seeks to 
address the multiple and often intersecting forms of 
discrimination such as gender, race, age, class, 
socioeconomic status, physical or mental ability, 
gender or sexual identity, religion, or ethnicity.24

Sexual and reproductive health and rights: A 
state of physical, emotional, mental and social 
well-being in relation to all aspects of sexuality and 
reproduction, not merely the absence of disease, 
dysfunction, or infirmity. Therefore, a positive 
approach to sexuality and reproduction should 
recognize the part played by pleasurable sexual 
relationships, trust and communication in promoting 
self-esteem and overall well-being. All individuals 
have a right to make decisions governing their 
bodies and to access services that support that 
right.”25

Abbreviations: 
DAC: Development Assistance Committee of the 

OECD
DOD: U.S. Department of Defense 
DOJ: U.S. Department of Justice
LGBTQIA+: Lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, 

intersex, queer/questioning, intersex, asexual 
and many other terms, such as non-binary and 
pansexual.

OECD: Organisation for Economic Co-operation 
and Development

SRHR: Sexual and reproductive health and rights
USAID: U.S. Agency for International Development 
USDA: U.S. Department of Agriculture
WPS: Women, peace and security
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