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Abstract
How best to realize international human rights law in practice has proved a vexing 
problem. The challenge is compounded in the USA, which has not ratified several 
treaties including the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimina-
tion against Women (CEDAW). The Cities for CEDAW movement addresses this 
deficit by encouraging cities to endorse and implement CEDAW norms. In doing 
so, it seeks to catalyze a local boomerang effect, whereby progressive political 
momentum at the local level generates internal pressure from below to improve gen-
der equity outcomes across the country and eventually, at the national level. In this 
article, we trace the diffusion of Cities for CEDAW activism with attention to the 
case of Cincinnati and analyze its implications for advancing women’s rights prin-
ciples. We argue that while Cities for CEDAW has potential to enhance respect for 
women’s rights in local jurisdictions, its impact on national policy remains limited.

Keywords International law · Women’s rights · Cities for CEDAW · Feminism · 
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“Make the Global Local” declares Cities for CEDAW (Convention on the Elimi-
nation of all Forms of Discrimination against Women), a dynamic feminist 
campaign to “protect the rights of women and girls by adopting the principles 
of CEDAW in cities and towns across the United States” (Cities for CEDAW 
2017, p. 1). Motivated by the USA’s refusal to ratify CEDAW (1979)1 as the 
core international human rights treaty focused on women’s rights, the absence of 
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constitutional rights specifically protecting women, and the ongoing discrimina-
tion, abuse, and inequality experienced by many US women, Cities for CEDAW 
aims to improve women’s rights policies and practices in local governance and 
leverage local support to press for broader change, including eventual national 
ratification of CEDAW. To achieve this in practical terms, CEDAW cities are 
encouraged to pursue a three-prong approach: “a gender analysis of city opera-
tions (e.g., workforce, programs, budget); an oversight body to monitor the 
implementation of a local CEDAW ordinance, (e.g., Commission on the Status 
of Women, Human Rights Commission, etc.); and funding to support the imple-
mentation of CEDAW principles” (Cities for CEDAW 2017). So far, nine Amer-
ican cities and counties have adopted ordinances that commit them to obser-
vance of CEDAW principles, while dozens more have passed resolutions or are 
developing plans to join the movement (Cities for CEDAW 2019). The Cities for 
CEDAW campaign thus provides a unique opportunity to analyze the dynamics 
of “glocal” activism that traverses global to local scales (Escobar 2001; Lin-
dell 2009; Roudometof 2015) and examine its capacity to advance international 
human rights norms and practices.

Cities for CEDAW seeks to catalyze what we call a local boomerang effect, 
whereby progressive political momentum at the local level generates internal 
pressure from below to improve gender equity outcomes across the country and 
eventually, at the national level. While domestic human rights activists often 
reach up to the international community in the face of recalcitrant national 
governments, hoping international pressure to comply with human rights com-
mitments will “boomerang” back home (Keck and Sikkink 1998), this option 
is generally unavailable to American feminists, both because the USA has not 
ratified CEDAW and because foreign actors lack leverage to sway US domestic 
policy. The American Cities for CEDAW movement also utilizes the dynamics 
of multiscalar influence, but reaches down to the local level, encouraging hori-
zontal diffusion of CEDAW principles across local governments. Ideally, pres-
sure from empowered Cities for CEDAW jurisdictions engaged in routinized 
compliance with the spirit or letter of CEDAW will then boomerang back to 
state and federal levels of government, improving prospects for national rati-
fication. Cities for CEDAW does not postulate a definitive “tipping point” for 
achieving sustained influence, but aims to root itself in at least one hundred US 
jurisdictions (Womack 2015).

We argue that in some ways, the local boomerang model can be efficacious. 
As we later analyze via several case studies, Cities for CEDAW successfully fos-
ters local government engagement with CEDAW principles, carving a pathway 
through which community activists can scrutinize and critique local policies and 
practices and pressure policymakers to enact recommendations. Because Cities 
for CEDAW provides a toolkit, including language, metrics, model legislation, 
and other sample templates that can be borrowed and deployed to evaluate and 
promote gender and other interrelated forms of equity, it is highly diffusible. 
Through these interactions, advocates can leverage the insights of contemporary 
feminists and grassroots community activists, who recognize women’s rights 
are indivisible from racial minority, sexual minority, and non-normative gender 
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rights as well as economic rights, in order to make CEDAW more responsive 
to the realities of intersectional oppression. By connecting gender equity to 
an international women’s rights treaty, Cities for CEDAW moreover promotes 
the idea that women’s rights are inherent human rights, not contingent policy 
options or negotiable preferences.

However, our own policy research experience as part of an effort to “make 
CEDAW local” suggests some significant limitations to recognizing and respect-
ing women’s international human rights conventions in the USA at local, state, 
and national levels. The opportunity structure created by Cities for CEDAW can-
not necessarily overcome bureaucratic inertia or compel lasting change in the 
absence of political will in a country where basic women’s rights remain con-
tested. International human rights frames do not resonate particularly strongly 
in many jurisdictions. Local governments do not always have the resources to 
pursue sweeping initiatives. Perhaps, most importantly, despite gaining trac-
tion in dozens of municipalities, there are few indications that local progress 
has translated into coherent national gender equity policy, let alone imminent 
prospects for CEDAW ratification. On balance, we therefore conclude that 
Cities for CEDAW is a worthy enterprise, but that the local boomerang effect 
remains muted. Rather, the movement’s primary success lies in more incremen-
tal reforms to local policy and practices.

In developing our analysis, we review the history and current status of 
women’s rights protections in the USA. We then explore interplays between 
global and local human rights politics. We move to the literature on the Cities 
for CEDAW campaign as an example of the glocalization of women’s rights, 
with attendant strengths and weaknesses associated with the local boomerang 
effect. We highlight the San Francisco case as the first city to adopt a Cit-
ies for CEDAW ordinance and the Cincinnati case, as a more recent one. As 
authors of a gender equity study of and for the City of Cincinnati authorized 
by a Cities for CEDAW ordinance, we are in a unique position to assess this 
case.2 We conclude by evaluating opportunities and obstacles for this form of 
city-centered advocacy.

Although it has much promise, we argue that the Cities for CEDAW model com-
plements but cannot ultimately substitute for national treaty ratification. The real-
ization of CEDAW principles in the USA requires consistent adoption across the 
country and the cooperation of the federal government. Looking abroad, the USA’s 
capacity to advance women’s rights internationally is hindered by its rejection of 
CEDAW. In these ways, Cities for CEDAW reveals both the potential and limits of 
making the global local.

2 Our direct involvement with the campaign positions us in the tradition of participatory action research, 
which suggests that “insiders have special advantages when it comes to doing research in their own sites 
and to investigating practices that hold their work and lives together in those sites” (Kemmis, McTaggart, 
and Nixon 2014: p. 5). Such research “conducted by participants is oriented to making improvements in 
practices and their settings by the participants themselves” (Kemmis, McTaggart, and Nixon 2014: p. 4).
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Women’s Rights Law in the USA

Despite the USA’s tremendous wealth and power, American women continue to 
suffer discrimination, abuse, and inequality. They are paid 82% of men’s wages 
on average (American Association of University Women 2021), have the highest 
maternal mortality rates in the developed world (Martin and Montagne 2017), 
and lack access to paid family leave. One in four American women experiences 
intimate partner physical violence, sexual violence, and/or stalking, while one in 
five American women are sexually assaulted in their lifetime (National Coalition 
Against Domestic Violence 2020). Across all of these areas, Black and Indig-
enous women and women of color experience markedly higher levels of poverty, 
violence, and health disparities, while LGBTQ people face additional forms of 
discrimination and violence.

For decades, feminists have sought to improve women’s status through social 
protest, cultural transformation, and domestic and international legal reforms. 
Often called an international bill of rights for women, CEDAW is a binding UN 
treaty that demands women’s full equality in law, the family, politics, economics, 
education, and society, emphasizes that women must not be confined to stereo-
typical gender roles, and requires women enjoy control over their reproduction. It 
defines discrimination against women as “any distinction, exclusion or restriction 
made on the basis of sex which has the effect or purpose of impairing or nullify-
ing the recognition, enjoyment or exercise by women irrespective of their marital 
status, on a basis of equality of men and women, of human rights and fundamen-
tal freedoms in the political, economic, social, cultural, civil, or any other field” 
(Article 1). CEDAW furthermore tasks state parties with incorporating women’s 
rights into national legislation, public institutions, and state policy.

President Jimmy Carter signed CEDAW in 1980. While originally garnering 
bipartisan support, ratification has been stalled by conservative politicians. For 
example, Republican Senator Jesse Helms, former chairman of the Senate For-
eign Relations Committee, argued CEDAW was “clearly negotiated by radical 
feminists with the intention of enshrining their radical anti-family agenda into 
international law” (Baldez 2014: p. 175). Anti-CEDAW activists have not only 
blocked US ratification, but have also attempted to undermine and weaken the 
treaty’s principles in other UN women’s rights fora (Sanders 2018; Sanders and 
Jenkins 2021). Meanwhile, since the 1970s, conservative actors have likewise 
impeded efforts to pass the Equal Rights Amendment, which would explicitly 
enshrine sex equality in US constitutional law. In 2010, the Obama administration 
expressed support for CEDAW and feminists renewed their efforts to promote rat-
ification (Blanchfield 2012: p. 43). However, the treaty has never been put up for 
a vote on the Senate floor. President Joe Biden and Vice President Kamala Harris 
have pledged to once again pursue ratification, but the congressional balance of 
power makes success highly unlikely (Biden Harris 2020).

CEDAW is significant in that it not only prohibits discrimination on the basis 
of sex, but also mandates affirmative measures to ensure women’s equality cur-
rently denied to many American women, including provision of healthcare, paid 
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maternity leave, and protections for mothers in the workplace. CEDAW also 
remains important in the USA because treaty principles, such as women’s rights 
to “decide freely and responsibly on the number and spacing of their children and 
to have access to the information, education and means to enable them to exercise 
these rights” (Article 16c), are under sustained attack from American opponents 
of comprehensive sexuality education, contraception, and abortion. The politi-
cal deadlock over CEDAW is unlikely to change anytime soon. Given this state 
of affairs, the Cities for CEDAW movement has sought to promote the treaty’s 
principles in local politics. In the following section, we outline how scholars 
and activists theorize the impact of international legal norms on local policy and 
practice and how local adoption can, in turn, reverberate outwards.

Conceptualizing Local–Global “Boomerang” Effects

CEDAW is one of several international treaties that comprise “the legal core of the 
human rights system” (Merry 2006a: p. 24). Others include the International Cov-
enants on Civil and Political Rights and on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, 
the Genocide Convention, the Refugee Convention, the Convention on the Elimina-
tion of All Forms of Racial Discrimination (CERD), the Convention against Torture, 
and the Convention on the Rights of the Child (see UN OHCHR 2021). CEDAW, 
and to varying degrees the latter three conventions (two of which the USA has rati-
fied, namely the conventions against racial discrimination and torture), are associ-
ated with the rise of transnational advocacy networks (TANs) or congeries of non-
governmental organizations (NGOs) that connect across borders. The emergence 
of a vast array of TANs devoted to human rights of various sorts as well as envi-
ronmental protection animates what has been called the “boomerang effect” (Keck 
and Sikkink 1998: p. 12). This occurs when domestic human rights advocates face 
hostility or indifference to their agendas by their own national governments, and, 
thus, leapfrog them by organizing at the international level. This can lead to pressure 
on recalcitrant states to comply with human rights norms. In the case of women’s 
rights advocacy, explicitly feminist movements or transnational feminist networks 
(TFNs) have joined these efforts, uniting women from the Global North and South 
to push for change in “local structures, national governments, and global institu-
tions” (Moghadam 2005: p. 20).

More recently, feminist scholars have posited a “double boomerang effect” (Irvine 
2013 p. 21) whereby NGOs not only seek international support to pressure national 
governments, but must also mobilize domestic and regional support to pressure 
international organizations to observe their own policies and norms. For instance, 
feminist activists demanded UN personnel live up to their obligations to implement 
UN Security Council Resolution (UNSCR) 1325 (2000), which calls for women at 
peacemaking tables, in peacekeeping forces, and in peacebuilding efforts as well as 
zero tolerance for sexual violence as a weapon of war (Irvine 2013).

These global–local interactions, or glocalizations, reveal the necessity of local 
mobilizations to produce, disseminate, expand, and enforce international wom-
en’s rights norms and practices. Building on Keck and Sikkink’s (1998) classic 
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boomerang effect (through which activists seek international support to pressure 
national governments) and Irvine’s (2013) double boomerang effect (whereby 
activists additionally seek domestic and regional support to pressure international 
organizations), we suggest that the Cities for CEDAW model pursues a distinct local 
boomerang effect.3 The local boomerang effect captures activist efforts to horizon-
tally diffuse international human rights norms and practices across localities within 
nation-states and thus leverage such local support for international human rights 
to enable or improve national human rights commitment and compliance. Unlike 
the classic boomerang effect, the local boomerang effect thus relies on an internal, 
rather than external, lever of influence on states. This dynamic is especially relevant 
to the USA as one of the very few non-ratifiers of CEDAW, alone among Global 
North countries. Ironically, a number of international women’s human rights TANs 
(or TFNs) are based in the USA, helping NGOs located elsewhere pressure states 
that have ratified CEDAW to abide by it, just as many US feminists joined Global 
South feminists advocating for the realization of the concept of “women’s rights are 
human rights” at the international level to further solidify actions against gender-
based (often private realm) rights violations in the decades since CEDAW was put 
into force (Bunch 1987). Yet, US-based women’s rights advocates have no recourse 
to CEDAW at home.

Facing obstinate conservative opposition to CEDAW ratification in the Senate, 
feminists in the USA have turned to the Cities for CEDAW initiative as an alter-
native means of promoting treaty norms. Launched in the mid-1990s, this move-
ment seeks at least one hundred US cities to pass ordinances that obligate them to 
abide by CEDAW principles (Womack 2015). In doing so, activists emphasize that 
women’s rights are universal and binding, not negotiable policy options (Merry 
et  al. 2010). Instead of relying on Congress to initiate CEDAW compliance, the 
movement promotes broader cultural shifts toward “equal access to and equity in 
health care, employment, economic development, and educational opportunities” 
and against gender-based violence (Lozner 2004: p. 779). This bottom-up approach 
not only seeks to build translocal support for eventual national CEDAW ratification, 
but also aims to increase the treaty’s weight at the local level, thereby not waiting for 
some trickle-down effect should ratification ever occur. Local ordinances can also 
provide greater leverage for activists to impact laws, policies, and practices that most 
directly affect women’s lives on a daily basis.

Cities for CEDAW’s urban orientation is also well-placed as American cit-
ies are the most progressive and by far the most populous political arenas at pre-
sent. As Richard Schragger (2008: pp. 44–45) argues, urban populations are often 
more diverse in terms of age, race, and immigrant status (as well as, we would add, 
sexual orientation and gender identity) and more highly educated and politically 

3 Malliga Och (2018: p. 440) suggests briefly that Cities for CEDAW could be viewed as promoting a 
“reversed boomerang pattern.” However, we do not see Cities for CEDAW as reversing the traditional 
boomerang pattern per se as it still frames its work in relation to an external international treaty to 
improve national policy. Instead, our concept of a local boomerang effect better captures the campaign’s 
emphasis on an alternative and internal leaver of horizontal diffusion to change conditions, but also hope-
fully policy, nationally.

308 A. S. Runyan, R. Sanders



1 3

progressive than are those in rural and suburban areas. Yet, urban voters are sys-
tematically underrepresented in government. Through partisan gerrymandering and 
voter suppression, many state governments as well as the federal government dispro-
portionately reflect the will of rural and suburban voters, sometimes locking in con-
servative minority rule (Bronner and Rakich 2021). In this sense, Senate blockage of 
CEDAW should not be confused with democratic rejection of CEDAW principles, 
particularly in cities. While progressives have supported a centralization of power 
invested in the federal government since the New Deal to counter segregationist-
based claims for states’ rights and overcome many local governments’ failure to 
implement anti-discrimination standards, they are increasingly advocating decentral-
ization of power to enable cities to enact legislation in favor of universal healthcare, 
a living wage, labor and LGBTQ rights, immigrant sanctuary, and environmental 
protection (Schragger 2008: pp. 40, 43; Smith 2017). These are all things that the 
federal government has been unable or unwilling to adequately address. While the 
federal government needs to constitute a “floor” for rights, cities are laboratories for 
the considerable, varied, and contagious expansion of them.

Although the local boomerang effect sought by Cities for CEDAW posits that 
adoption of international human rights conventions at the local level will encour-
age their institutionalization at the national level, the campaign does not stress 
CEDAW ratification as its only goal. Indeed, a 2015 report on Cities for CEDAW 
to the international CEDAW Committee in Geneva during Beijing + 20 proceedings 
noted that while some in the movement are dedicated to US ratification, others see 
this only as “icing on the cake.” As many countries that have ratified CEDAW have 
not implemented it, the report argued that buy-in by most US cities would consti-
tute a “de facto ratification” with more teeth and impact that could serve as inspira-
tion for women everywhere to locally organize for bottom-up implementation where 
top-down implementation is not occurring (Cities for CEDAW 2015). Seen in this 
light, the efficacy of the local boomerang effect depends not just on formal national 
acceptance of CEDAW, but largely on the extent to which local activism encourages 
meaningful policy change across the country. Thus, we next consider the implemen-
tation of CEDAW at the international level and its relationship to implementation at 
the local level, followed by an examination of some Cities for CEDAW experiments 
on the ground.

Arguments for a Local CEDAW Boomerang Effect

CEDAW, like other UN conventions, carries no enforcement or punishment mecha-
nisms, but has the potential to influence states through a variety of post-ratification 
processes. States report on their progress with respect to conforming domestic laws 
and policies to CEDAW principles to the CEDAW Committee of gender equality 
experts, which, in turn, provides publicly available recommendations to reporting 
states for improving their compliance. These iterative interactions function as both 
legitimizing and shaming mechanisms, which can bring about, albeit unevenly and 
imperfectly, the “cultural production of norms” with respect to gender equality and 
improve the status of women (Merry 2006a: p. 89). Such norms are constructed as 
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universal ones basic to the advancement of women’s human rights everywhere and 
consistent with a culture of “transnational modernity” to which most states aspire to 
be full members of the international community (Merry 2006a: p. 90). Although the 
terms of Western-inspired transnational modernity smack of a contemporary civiliz-
ing mission (Merry 2006a: p. 73) and are associated with the rise of neoliberal gov-
ernance through which states are ranked and judged with respect to achieving the 
trappings of modernity (Merry 2016), they nevertheless create openings for wom-
en’s human rights activists to have gender equality taken seriously. Moreover, it is 
frequently marginalized people themselves who have adopted the language of inter-
national human rights “in an emancipatory way” and have led “the effort to mobilize 
around human rights and dignity” (Smith 2017: p. 350).

Despite the success of CEDAW as among the most ratified UN treaties, many 
states have resisted complying with its requirements. A number of ratifying states 
have lodged incompatible reservations, have failed to submit an initial report or sub-
sequent ones to the CEDAW Committee, and/or have offered a range of excuses as 
to why they have not adequately transformed domestic law and practices to conform 
to CEDAW (De Pauw 2013). The most often cited barriers to compliance, particu-
larly on the part of Global South countries, include lack of resources and/or local 
patriarchal cultures that cannot be overcome (Merry 2006a: p. 91). The latter claims 
are problematic on at least two scores: first, they construct all local culture as back-
ward while suggesting that modernity is somehow free of patriarchy; and second, by 
falling back on cultural explanations, they relieve states from attempting to institute 
reforms or from taking responsibility for the failures of reform efforts (Merry 2006a: 
p. 91). Still, there is evidence that those who do report gain constructive recommen-
dations from the CEDAW Committee, which works with state representatives, often 
ministers of women’s affairs and the like, to rethink how to improve gender equality 
in local contexts (Merry 2006a: p. 91).

At the same time, non-state actors can use CEDAW to pressure ratifying states. 
Women’s human rights NGOs regularly publicize CEDAW Committee recom-
mendations within their own countries if their states fail to do so and produce 
“shadow reports” on their countries’ performance in complying with CEDAW for 
the CEDAW Committee to consider in making their recommendations. For women 
within those states that have ratified the Optional Protocol to CEDAW (2000), there 
is the option for individual women and women’s groups to bring violation com-
plaints directly to the CEDAW Committee for adjudication and possible sanctions 
after exhausting all domestic remedies (Merry 2006a: pp. 78–79).

Domestic NGOs and TFNs also engage in translating CEDAW principles into 
local contexts, thereby facilitating the diffusion of international norms to empower 
local women to use these norms as leverage in their struggles to change domestic 
laws and practices within ratifying states. However, translators can be local and 
national government officials who may significantly dilute CEDAW principles so 
as to maintain patriarchal privileges or may fail to “vernacularize” or “indigenize” 
the principles in such a way that they work better for women (Merry 2006b). Nev-
ertheless, local women may also expand those principles by drawing on CEDAW 
Committee recommendations which, for example, emphasize eliminating violence 
against women as necessary to realizing women’s human rights (Merry 2006a: p. 
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76). They may also take into account more intersectional understandings of wom-
en’s human rights that recognize the interactions of gender, race, and class or caste 
discriminations (Zwingel 2005). This is especially relevant to the US context, where 
intersectional feminism is highly theorized and practiced in movement politics. In 
these ways, the localization of CEDAW, or “bringing it home,” can not only make it 
an ever-evolving and thus “living” document (Zwingel 2016), but also in some cases 
a more radical one that goes beyond 1970s imaginings of women’s human rights and 
the culture of transnational modernity that constructs local cultures, perspectives, 
and practices as the problem, rather than as sources of innovation, particularly when 
it comes to local women’s movements.

To see if the Cities for CEDAW campaign, which is responding to a context in 
which there is no resort to international women’s human rights law or its mecha-
nisms, is nevertheless showing some promise in these directions, we turn to a few 
established cases and one newer one.

Cities for CEDAW in Practice: Select Cases

According to Cities for CEDAW, seven US cities and two counties have passed ordi-
nances; 29 cities and counties, and two states have passed resolutions or have them 
pending; and 31 cities and counties have formed or are forming coalitions to advo-
cate for the passage of resolutions and/or ordinances that endorse local CEDAW 
compliance (Cities for CEDAW 2019).4 The bulk of local jurisdictions with ordi-
nances are in California (San Francisco, Berkeley, Los Angeles, San Jose, and Santa 
Clara County), but Honolulu, Pittsburgh, Cincinnati, and Miami-Dade County have 
joined them. Those with resolutions in place and pending as well as those with reso-
lution campaigns in progress are found across the country in many “red” as well 
as “blue” and “purple” states. They include a range of larger municipalities (such 
as New York, Philadelphia, Boston, Denver, Phoenix, and Washington DC) and 
mid-sized and smaller ones (such as Kansas City, Minneapolis, Salt Lake City, New 
Orleans, Tampa, Louisville, and Eugene).

San Francisco was the first city to pass a CEDAW ordinance in 1998. Advocacy 
was organized by four local entities—the Women’s Institute for Leadership Develop-
ment for Human Rights, Amnesty International USA Western Region, the Women’s 
Foundation, and the San Francisco Commission on the Status of Women (COSW), 
which was formed in 1975 and is the stakeholder arm of the Department on the 
Status of Women (DOSW) established within city government in 1994. This organ-
izing was jumpstarted by the 1995 Fourth World Conference on Women in Beijing 
and growing recognition of the need to bypass federal resistance to international 
anti-discrimination norms in the USA (Lozner 2004: pp. 778–779). Key features of 
the ordinance included the appointment of an eleven-member CEDAW Task Force, 
which was made up of community organization representatives and elected officials 

4 As maintenance of the Cities for CEDAW website depends on volunteers, this data may not be fully 
up-to-date.
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and became a permanent seven-member CEDAW Committee in 2002, to moni-
tor progress on the city’s observance of CEDAW (and by 2000, CERD) principles 
and to report this to the COSW and top city governmental officials. The ordinance 
required the city to address specific challenges: economic development, violence 
against women, and girls, and healthcare (Hagood Lee 2019: p. 12). It moreover 
authorized a gender analysis of city government which involved city agencies in 
human rights training and self-studies to improve the collection of disaggregated 
data by gender, race, sexual orientation, disability, immigration status, and so on 
and pro-human rights practices in employment and service provision. It mandated 
regular reporting of findings and action plans by city agencies to the CEDAW Com-
mittee, the COSW, and the public for review and further recommendations (Lozner 
2004: pp. 782–785; see also McCreight 2013; Womack 2015).

As observed by Stacy Lozner (2004), the San Francisco ordinance, “like the 
United Nations human rights regime it is based upon, does not compel city agen-
cies to follow through on their action plans, but, through monitoring and report-
ing requirements, seeks to ‘shape and transform’ participants in the problem-solving 
process” (784). As a form of collaborative governance that continuously engages 
knowledgeable and committed community stakeholders with local government lead-
ers and agencies, it constitutes a “normative model of compliance” that seeks to 
advance “norm internalization” through “participatory deliberation, mechanisms of 
transparency, and capacity building rather than coerced by anticipation of regula-
tion” (Lozner 2004: p. 784). This more collaborative approach that relies on per-
suasion and capacity building aimed at re-socialization as opposed to superficial 
and begrudging legal change is particularly effective when it comes to challenging 
“private wrongs,” such as domestic violence against women by non-state actors and 
increasing state accountability for them (Brysk 2013). In addition, the “participatory 
approach defused any potential defensiveness or denial about gender inequalities as 
well as fear of retribution” (Hagood Lee 2019: p. 16). Through these collaborative, 
constructive, and context-specific deliberations, CEDAW’s iterative and transparent 
reporting and review processes at the international level are somewhat replicated at 
the local level in the USA (Och 2018: p. 432).

While some programs emerging from San Francisco’s existing women’s rights 
institutions such as the COSW and DOSW pre-date the CEDAW ordinance (Hagood 
Lee 2019: p. 8), the city developed additional initiatives that point to the effi-
cacy of Cities for CEDAW as a tool to further catalyze progressive change. The 
city improved domestic violence (DV) training for First Responders and Housing 
Authority staff, reformed police practices, and extended millions in funding through 
the Violence Against Women Prevention & Intervention Grants Program to com-
munity-based organizations that work with DV survivors, helping the city radically 
reduce DV-related homicides (Newman and Murase 2015: p. 6). The city also cre-
ated a Mayor’s Task Force on Anti-Human Trafficking. Other examples of progress 
include efforts by city planners to better integrate accessibility and safety consid-
erations into public infrastructure design; the creation of a girls unit by the Juvenile 
Probation Department; more gender-inclusive processes to distribute arts grants; and 
collection of gender-disaggregated data by the Rent Stabilization Board (Hagood 
Lee 2019: p. 15). San Francisco became the first municipality to offer 100% paid 
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leave to employees who welcomed a new child through birth, adoption, or foster 
placement (Newman and Murase 2015: p. 7). The city also worked with the private 
sector to advance the Gender Equality Principles Initiative, which encouraged com-
panies to enact best practices (Hagood Lee 2019: p. 16).

As much as a collaborative approach to compliance bodes well for bringing about 
deeper social and cultural changes that must occur everywhere to achieve gender 
equality, the results from the San Francisco case have been mixed. Although the 
very process of conducting a gender analysis makes institutions under study more 
gender- and human rights-sensitive (Lozner 2004: p. 783), some of the initial actions 
taken by individual agencies were relatively minimal. For instance, initiation of flex-
time and telecommuting, “safe ride” programs, and child-care referrals affected rela-
tively few women and did nothing to question the structural inequalities that make 
women most responsible for unpaid reproductive labor and most likely to be treated 
as contingent and irregular workers. Nor did they address barriers to women in all 
their intersectional diversity (such as by race, sexuality, disability, and so on), focus-
ing instead on unidimensional and essentialist constructions of women as reproduc-
ers or potential victims of stranger assault who need to be better accommodated in 
the workplace (Womack 2015: p. 228).

More encouraging, however, is a 2017 Gender Analysis of San Francisco Boards 
and Commissions that found a fairly close match between the percentages of 
women, racial minorities, and sexual minorities on such bodies and the percentages 
of these groups in the local population (City and County of San Francisco Depart-
ment on the Status of Women 2017). Still, women of color are underrepresented 
and the most diverse boards and commissions have the smallest budgets and thus 
the least decision-making power. More favorable results are mostly a function of 
the fact that a City Charter Amendment was passed in 2008, which required that 
membership on boards and commissions be representative of the demographics of 
the city. Thus, although the DOSW is responsible for tracking progress on this and 
no doubt the CEDAW ordinance and processes that flowed from it helped to cre-
ate a climate for such a charter amendment, significant city action appears to occur 
more in response to codified rules and regulations than to diffuse collaborative pro-
cesses that the CEDAW ordinance initiated. Indeed, although Los Angeles passed its 
CEDAW ordinance in 2000, it was the 2015 mayor’s Executive Directive requiring 
all agencies to develop and submit to his office gender equity plans and to appoint 
gender equity liaisons to the Gender Equity Coalition that appears to be making the 
most difference in mainstreaming a city-wide gender lens with budgetary implica-
tions (Columbia Law School Human Rights Institute 2017: p. 10). This directive 
accompanied the release of a 2015 gender analysis undertaken by a local university 
in concert with the city.

Perhaps the most successful result of the San Francisco case has been meeting the 
goal of becoming a model CEDAW city for the rest of the country (Womack 2015: 
pp. 217–218). While every city is different and none can or should fully replicate 
the San Francisco model, the fact remains that San Francisco has produced the most 
guides for fashioning a local CEDAW initiative, the most data on local gender analy-
sis in the USA, and is the subject of the most literature on this approach. Given that 
a number of other cities now have ordinances, it is useful to compare experiences, 
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particularly with places less resourced than San Francisco or Los Angeles, to assess 
Cities for CEDAW’s efficacy.

In 2015, Cincinnati passed a CEDAW resolution and in 2017, became the seventh 
US city to adopt CEDAW ordinances,5 one of which ordered and funded a gender 
equity study of City of Cincinnati government. We, the authors, led and participated 
in the research team that performed the study and wrote the final report,6 which was 
presented to City Council in May 2020 (UC Gender Equity Research Team 2020), 
while one of us also participated since 2014 in the community-based Cincinnati-
4CEDAW coalition, formed to advocate for a resolution and then ordinances.7

The other Cincinnati CEDAW-inspired ordinance, similar to the San Francisco 
one, authorized the creation of a Gender Equality Task Force with a minimum of 
seven members representing the community and elected officials. That Task Force 
was appointed by the mayor in Fall 2017 and included fourteen members from local 
women’s, labor, human rights, social service, religious, and education organizations 
(including a few Cincinnati4CEDAW coalition representatives) as well as two city 
employees, a City Council member, and a state representative—all women, includ-
ing some women of color. The coalition had some input into the mayor’s choices, 
but representation was ultimately based more on sectoral than intersectional iden-
tity categories. This Task Force served in an advisory and reporting capacity and 
was responsible for relaying the results of the gender equity study, and making rec-
ommendations arising from it for further study and improvements. While the Task 
Force’s initial mandate expired, its life has so far been extended to actualize the rec-
ommendations of the gender study, including the creation of a more permanent body 
in the form of a sufficiently staffed gender equity commission, which could track 
and make further recommendations for policy and legislative changes.

The minimal funding provided by Cincinnati for its gender study8 and the absence, 
thus far, of a permanent infrastructure, funding stream, and accountability scheme 
for overseeing and implementing further study, review, and recommendations are 

8 Cincinnati contributed $8000 toward its gender study, with additional funds procured from local NGOs 
and the University of Cincinnati, compared to $100,000 in city funding for San Francisco’s CEDAW 
Task Force in just its first year (Hagood Lee 2019, p. 12).

5 The nine-member, Democratic-majority Cincinnati City Council unanimously passed these ordinances. 
The fact that similar-sized Midwest cities had adopted either a resolution (Louisville) or an ordinance 
(Pittsburgh), effective lobbying by local women’s organizations, and funding pledges for the proposed 
gender study from coalition organizations and University of Cincinnati sources all facilitated passage. 
Contrary to the claim made by Och (2018: p. 438), the Cincinnati ordinances authorizing a gender study 
and task force do invoke CEDAW as a source of inspiration for them (just as the prior resolution referred 
to CEDAW). Like most other local ordinances, CEDAW appears more as what Och (2018) calls a “fram-
ing” device rather than a “grafting” one in which actual CEDAW language is used to fashion local law.
6 The study, Gender Equality Analysis of the Municipal Government of the City of Cincinnati, was 
reviewed by the the Institutional Review Board at the University of Cincinnati, Study ID: 2017–3977.
7 This coalition emerged out of class project assigned in a city planning course offered by feminist soci-
ologist Jan Fritz in the School of Planning at the University of Cincinnati. Fritz (2018) has recently writ-
ten about the optimal organizing strategies for local Cities for CEDAW campaigns and the value of keep-
ing close connections with the national initiative and the Commission on the Status of Women in the UN 
to which it is linked, given how women’s experiences at UN conferences and gatherings provided the 
impetus and ongoing support for local activism.
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what most separate the Cincinnati experiment from the San Francisco or Los Ange-
les ones at this juncture. Arguably, these factors have tempered the impact of Cities 
for CEDAW in the city.

Prior to the CEDAW ordinances, Cincinnati had a mixed history of attending to 
equity concerns in general and gender equity specifically. Reflecting its large Black 
population, location on the Ohio River just north of the Mason-Dixon line, and long 
history of both abolitionism and racial tension,9 Cincinnati has traditionally seen its 
inequality problem as primarily race-based. It had a history of legally discriminat-
ing against LGBTQ people until voters did away with discriminatory legislation in 
2004, followed by the passage of an amendment to the city’s human rights ordinance 
that extended rights and protections to LBGTQ people in 2006. The city’s anti-dis-
crimination policy in Sect. 914 of the Municipal Code now bars discrimination on 
the basis of “race, gender, age, color, religion, disability status, marital status, sexual 
orientation, or transgender status, or ethnic, national or Appalachian regional ori-
gin” (see City of Cincinnati 2021). Cincinnati is also the home of the plaintiff who 
launched Obergefell v. Hodges (2015), the US Supreme Court case that nationally 
legalized same-sex marriage and was the first US city to ban gay conversion therapy 
that same year (Coolidge 2015). The city more recently adopted an immigrant-wel-
coming public campaign and declared itself a sanctuary city in 2017.

Different from San Francisco (and other similar cities, such as Los Angeles), there 
is no Cincinnati Commission (or Department) on the Status of Women, although at 
the regional level, the Hamilton County Commission on the Status of Women and 
Girls was formed in 2017. Appointments to that thirty-member group were finalized 
at about the same time as the city Gender Equality Task Force, and the two groups 
engaged in fruitful communication. Prior to these developments, studies of the sta-
tus of women in the region, initially not affiliated with the Cities for CEDAW initia-
tive, were performed by the Women’s Fund of the Greater Cincinnati Foundation. In 
addition, the city performed its own internal gender salary equity study at the super-
visory level in 2015, which found that seniority as opposed to gender accounted for 
most salary inequities although with no analysis of how these might be intertwined. 
It also began to provide paid parental leave to its employees in 2015, consistent with 
the adoption of similar policies by other area public sector employers and major 
transnational corporations headquartered in Cincinnati.

The CEDAW-inspired gender equity study of Cincinnati included a dual focus on 
the city’s internal human resources policies and practices and external public-facing 
service provision. Rather than conducting human rights training and self-study facil-
itation at the outset, our research team (consisting of faculty largely from Political 
Science and Women’s, Gender, and Sexuality Studies with quantitative and quali-
tative expertise) engaged in a more data-driven approach. This strategy is consist-
ent with what Sally Engle Merry et al. (2010) found in their study of a New York 
City Human Rights Initiative, designed to produce a law that would include obser-
vance of CEDAW and CERD in city government. Much social movement activism 

9 These dynamics resulted in a federally mandated and now model police-community collaborative 
agreement after the police killing of an unarmed Black teenager in 2001.
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and NGO energy was originally directed at expanding community engagement and 
accountability to the community through the prospective law, but ultimately the 
effort to get it passed portrayed the measure as a matter of “good governance.” This 
meant focusing on data-driven audits to be performed by city agencies to determine 
their performance with respect to gender and race equity.

Our 2-year (2017–2019) gender equity analysis thus included a quantita-
tive analysis of personnel and budget data provided by Human Resources and the 
city’s budget director to establish a “rough cut” of the gender and race wage gap 
among employees across and within departments of varying sizes and budgets, sup-
plemented by the study of women appointed to boards and commissions recently 
completed by the Women’s Fund. This was followed by “deep dive” case stud-
ies of five departments via an online survey to establish employee perceptions of 
their workplace environment.10 This deeper investigation of four of those depart-
ments also included a gender-responsive budget analysis, textual analysis of relevant 
department documents (such as mission statements, strategic plans, program and job 
descriptions, policy manuals, and collective bargaining agreements) to determine 
gender bias or sensitivity and select interviews and focus groups conducted after 
the survey to gain more insight and encourage improvement in gender (and race and 
sexuality) equity practices.

We strategically selected the five case study departments on the basis of examples 
of the most female-heavy (health), most gender-balanced (economic and community 
development and city planning), and most male-heavy departments (fire and sec-
ondarily police, together accounting for 66% of the city’s operational budget) that 
are related to such gender issues as women’s health (including reproductive health), 
economic opportunity, and bodily safety. Our data analysis found that across all city 
departments in aggregate and on average from 2013 to 2017, women made $2.83 
per hour less than men and non-whites (almost entirely African Americans) made 
$4.10 less than whites. However, when adjusted for such factors as education, job 
title, and other relevant controls, these gaps lessened significantly within job cat-
egories (a $0.09 per hour differential for women and a $0.13 per hour differential for 
non-whites), which are largely regulated by union contracts and civil service rules. 
Still there is evidence that women and Black people tend to be least represented in 
higher-paying jobs. Moreover, findings from the online survey conducted in Sum-
mer 2018 suggest that the greatest dissatisfaction with employment and promotion 
conditions is felt most by women in a few departments (primarily fire and health) 
and people of color across all of them. Data from the Women’s Fund’s study of the 
city’s sixty boards and commissions that we drew upon also show that women are 
highly underrepresented on them. The Women’s Fund postulates, in the absence of 
race data, that women of color are least represented (just as women of color in the 

10 All employees of targeted departments were surveyed, with the following response rates. Police: 490 
responses (37.8%) of which 71% were white and 35% were females; fire: 333 responses (35.7%) of which 
77% were white and 11% were females; health: 212 responses (40.3%) of which 56% were white and 
90% were females; development: 43 responses (55.8%) of which 56% were white and 52% were females; 
city planning: 10 responses (83.3%) of which 86% were white and 71% were females.
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city predominate among the poor and are most at risk from other structural inequali-
ties). A voluntary survey of one hundred appointed board and commission mem-
bers conducted by the City of Cincinnati (2018) found that over two-thirds identi-
fied as white and/or male, earned exceptionally high incomes, and lived in the city’s 
wealthiest neighborhoods, including suburbs outside of municipal borders. These 
initial findings, which were presented by our research team and the City Task Force 
in a preliminary report to City Council and members of the public in 2018, helped 
underscore a new city requirement that future appointments seek representation 
more proportional to city demographics. Hamilton County committed by resolution 
to achieve the same goal in 2018. The city and county have also implemented poli-
cies that bar asking applicants for past salary information to avoid low-balling offers 
to women and racial minority prospects as a result of recommendations made by the 
City Task Force in concert with our research team and County Commission.

Our departmental case studies revealed further significant information. For 
example, our analysis of the Cincinnati Police Department (CPD), which consumes 
36% of the City’s budget, found that sworn officers are mostly white males at lev-
els highly disproportionate to the public served and that relative to their numbers 
within the department, white males are overrepresented in many promotional ranks. 
Moreover, workplace diversity has not markedly improved since the 1980s. Despite 
their objective predominance within the department, white male survey respondents 
frequently perceived that they are victims of “reverse discrimination,” especially via 
CPD’s longstanding Consent Decree concluded after past allegations of racism and 
sexism, which requires affirmative efforts to hire and promote qualified women and 
racial minorities. Some CPD survey respondents made disparaging comments about 
women and racial minorities. The latter, who are objectively underrepresented, 
not surprisingly also expressed perceptions of discrimination and disrespect. Our 
report therefore recommended substantive efforts to address inaccurate perceptions 
that white males are excluded from hiring or promotion within the department and 
endorsed further efforts to hire more diverse officers, among other suggestions.

In terms of public-facing policy, our study focused on policing gender-based 
violence, specifically domestic violence (DV). In interviewing officers, the city 
prosecutor, and experts, we found that DV training is inconsistent and that offic-
ers may not always follow extant procedures.11 We also noted Cincinnati’s poor DV 
conviction rate, fueled in part by the challenge of securing victim court testimony. 
On the positive side, we found evidence for the benefits of Cincinnati’s innovative 
Domestic Violence Enhanced Response Team (DVERT) program, which dispatches 
trained victim advocates from the social service agency Women Helping Women 
to assist DV survivors at all DV calls for police service in the city. Based on these 
findings, our report made numerous recommendations, including more DV train-
ing to improve officer interactions with survivors, expanding the DVERT program, 

11 Twelve informants including police officers, the city prosecutor, and DV experts at the survivor social 
service agency Women Helping Women were interviewed over the course of our research on the polic-
ing.
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instituting evidence-based prosecution for DV offenses (which is less reliant on sur-
vivor testimony), and expanding preventative DV education programs.

There is some evidence that our recommendations have been impactful. High-
ranking CPD officers attended the presentation of the final report to City Council 
and pledged to act on its findings, particularly with respect to evidence-based pros-
ecution. The COVID-19 pandemic has led to an alarming spike in domestic violence 
and homicides (McGee 2020), creating great urgency to improve police response. 
Consequently, City Council invested $250,000 in the otherwise grant-funded 
DVERT program in fall 2020 (McGee 2020), extending funding in the city’s subse-
quent budget. Yet, overall progress is likely to be halting and slow as police depart-
ments facing scrutiny on numerous fronts often take a defensive posture toward 
criticism, especially in face of the Black Lives Matter movement’s demands for sub-
stantial police reform (Cooper 2020). Without specific accountability mechanisms 
and a permanent gender equity commission to monitor progress, change depends on 
the good will of local leaders. Nonetheless, our study puts on the record objective 
information that can and should be used by city officials to enhance gender as well 
as race and other forms of equity in the future.

On the other end of the gender and budgetary spectrum from the Police Depart-
ment, the female-heavy Health Department, constituting a mere 5% of the City 
budget and largely dependent on state funding and federal grants (thus underscoring 
local public health insufficiencies laid bare by the pandemic), was found to serve 
primarily low-income women of color, but almost exclusively as mothers. Ironi-
cally, female Health Department workers, the majority of whom are women of color 
(specifically African American) in lower-end service provision jobs, reported in our 
survey that their roles as caretakers at home negatively influenced their sense of 
respect and happiness on the job. While a number of programs focused on maternal 
and infant health were found to be laudable and in line with ameliorating maternal 
and infant mortality rates above the national average in Cincinnati where poverty 
and income inequality, particularly by race, are also well above the national aver-
age, the focus on women almost entirely as mothers has led to a still minimal focus 
on men’s reproductive health and responsibilities as well as inattention to women’s 
health across the life cycle (particularly post-reproductive years) and to the health of 
those identifying as LGBTQIA. Indeed, only recently have intake forms allowed for 
clients to identify themselves in terms of diverse sexualities and genders, but such 
identifications remain heavily underreported in part due to a heterosexual and cis 
gender-normative bias in the department as reflected in textual material and reported 
by focus group respondents who consisted of directors of gender-oriented programs, 
such as reproductive, maternal, and men’s health.

The federally funded Reproductive Health and Wellness Program is the most 
innovative and progressive in the department and most reflective of CEDAW prin-
ciples in its efforts to empower diverse women to make reproductive choices and 
insist upon sexual consent. Also, innovative and potentially game-changing is the 
department’s Health in All Policies (HiAP) initiative as part of a Centers for Dis-
ease Control and Prevention Strategy to make health and well-being a priority by 
national to local-level governments. It is meant to integrate physical, mental, and 
emotional health as well as health equity into all policy undertakings in Cincinnati, 

318 A. S. Runyan, R. Sanders



1 3

including construction, housing, transportation, and education, and is addressed in 
the Health Department’s 2016–2021 Strategic Plan. The five key elements of the 
HiAP framework through which health should be mainstreamed across City under-
takings include promoting health, equity, and sustainability; supporting intersec-
tional collaboration; benefitting multiple partners; engaging stakeholders; and creat-
ing structural or procedural change. However, according to focus group respondents, 
while the HiAP Committee has given some attention to the race and class make-up 
of neighborhoods in which health might be compromised by City policies, there is 
no real attention to gender effects. While the pandemic further obviates the need for 
health equity mainstreaming, it also produces crisis management and stretched ser-
vices, militating against deliberative action.

Moreover, given that such departments as Planning and Community and Eco-
nomic Development, which our research team also studied in-depth, constitute less 
than 1% of the City budget each and thus are highly strapped, it is unlikely that 
such health equity mainstreaming can be adequately conducted. While these gender-
balanced departments, albeit with relatively few employees, showed an overall com-
mitment to equity and inclusion and had some specific programs that supported out-
reach to racial minority neighborhoods and women- and minority-owned businesses, 
they lack either formal procedures for determining how well they engage women 
and racial minorities, and particularly women of color, or attention to the needs of 
women (and men) in all their diversity, with immigrant and trans women as well as 
sexual minorities in particular falling through the cracks. At the time of our study, 
many social services supported by federal dollars were outsourced by the Commu-
nity and Economic Development Department to the United Way for distribution, 
thus also diminishing City oversight and accountability for how adequately such 
funding is used to support gender and intersectional equity and inclusion. While our 
analysis and recommendations for these departments, as well as the Health Depart-
ment, were received well by already fairly enlightened and well-intentioned leader-
ship, the challenge of sufficient resources and training remains. In the absence so far 
of a permanent and staffed gender equity commission to monitor progress and until 
equity and inclusion become an overarching strategic goal of the City, the question 
of implementation looms even larger.

Nevertheless, we hope that this kind of policy analysis will be just the beginning 
of a long-term process to bring about greater gender, race, and other equities in the 
local area, particularly as the pandemic recedes and more support for local and state 
governments is forthcoming from Congress and the Biden administration and given 
that the Gender Equality Task Force leaders continue to lobby City Council mem-
bers to take up more of the report’s recommendations. But as we have suggested, 
this will require not just time, but permanent infrastructures, funding, and some 
form of regulatory accountability to work best at the local level. While the Cincin-
nati case indicates that the Cities for CEDAW model is being adopted throughout 
the heartland, thereby further legitimating the principles of CEDAW and inculcating 
the norms and practices associated with their realization, we argue in our final sec-
tion that this horizontal diffusion (albeit one still limited and nowhere close to 100 
cities)—which aspires to catalyze a local boomerang effect—may not result in an 
upswell of support, and is no substitute for national ratification of the convention.
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The Local Boomerang Effect: Opportunities and Obstacles

What does the Cities for CEDAW campaign and its efforts in places such as San 
Francisco and Cincinnati tell us about the capacity of grassroots advocacy to real-
ize international women’s rights law through local governance? We argue that the 
movement points to promising possibilities for this model of activism in terms 
of its horizontal impact, largely within the USA, but see obstacles along the way 
as well as limited hope for its vertical impact on US national policy via the local 
boomerang effect.

As we have outlined in the preceding discussion, the most significant aspect of 
the Cities for CEDAW approach is its capacity to promote women’s rights prin-
ciples on the ground, thus preempting a common failing of international agree-
ments, which struggle to translate states’ legal commitments into meaningful 
compliance (Merry 2006b; Risse, Ropp, and Sikkink 2013). While there is an 
ongoing debate over the precise effects of treaty ratification on state behavior, 
there is often a significant gap between rhetoric and practice (Simmons 2009). By 
coupling CEDAW endorsement with the immediate pursuit of a range of specific 
and concrete actions such as data gathering, policy review, gender-sensitive budg-
eting, and policy reform, the Cities for CEDAW model encourages local govern-
ments to recognize patterns of gendered discrimination and exclusion and pursue 
necessary work to advance gender and intersectional equity. Moreover, the prac-
tical interactions among policymakers and CEDAW activists that occur through 
these processes contribute to the vitality of CEDAW norms themselves, which are 
given life and meaning through practical enactment and social grounding (Brun-
née and Toope 2010; Krook and True 2010). By insisting on the pursuit of greater 
gender justice not just as a matter of good policy, but also as a matter of legal 
obligation in the immediate form of local ordinances and the more distant form of 
treaty compliance, Cities for CEDAW reinforces the legitimacy and compliance 
pull of CEDAW standards.

As the Cities for CEDAW model advances, and if it can sustain its momentum, 
it also provides a template and toolkit for communities across the country that are 
seeking new ways to advance women’s rights. Activists can easily borrow and adapt 
best practices from other cities. It is significant that the campaign has gained traction 
in locales such as Cincinnati, Pittsburgh, Louisville, and Salt Lake City, not just tra-
ditionally leftwing coastal metropolises such as San Francisco and Los Angeles. As 
we have pointed out, because urban municipalities are often more open to progres-
sive politics, including feminist advocacy, than surrounding regions in conservative 
parts of the country, local activism can provide a vehicle for forms of human rights 
norm adoption and implementation that are politically blocked at higher levels of 
government. The degree to which local jurisdictions in the USA incorporate the 
spirit or letter of CEDAW, they “challenge the usual assumption that local govern-
ments are largely subordinate to their states, limited to providing basic services, and 
unable to play a real policy-making role” (Resnik 2008: p. 83).

Improving gender equity in local government policy and practice is a signifi-
cant end in itself. Raising awareness and formally placing gender on the agenda of 
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policymakers who may otherwise ignore such concerns are making a difference, 
albeit unevenly depending on the municipality, its resources, and the length of 
time CEDAW ordinances have been in place and sustained by leaders and advo-
cates inside and outside local government. Indeed, our cases point to the neces-
sity for more permanent rules, regulation, infrastructure, and funding arising from 
local mobilization and collaborative consciousness-raising and capacity building. 
Due to its hospitable political culture and greater resources, San Francisco, in 
particular, may remain a unique case in this regard. While Cities for CEDAW 
has made inroads into traditionally conservative regions of the country and we 
provide evidence of some policy impacts that a data-driven gender study in the 
context of a Cities for CEDAW initiative can have even initially, there is every 
reason to anticipate that local compliance with CEDAW principles informed by 
more intersectional approaches may not enhance women’s rights beyond the bor-
ders of already more progressive municipalities and counties, which may falter 
in their commitments under the pressures of crisis management and dwindling 
local resources. Therefore, even when local activism is successful, only those in 
strong rights-protecting jurisdictions and those with the wherewithal to relocate 
to them can lay claim to the minimum rights that CEDAW articulates. In addition 
to potentially uneven adoption of CEDAW principles, many of the policies neces-
sary to advance women’s rights such as better provision of healthcare are often 
too expensive and complex to be realized at the local level. Moreover, despite 
growing numbers of resolutions and ordinances and a 2014 US National Confer-
ence of mayor’s resolution in support of CEDAW, on the whole, there is little 
public awareness of CEDAW, no consistent approach to gathering baseline data, 
and a plethora of unevenly empowered and conflicting jurisdictions that may or 
may not be friendly to this approach in the USA (Cities for CEDAW 2015).

It is furthermore important to note that “glocal” policy reform is not only limited 
by state and national jurisdictions in the USA, but also not necessarily scalable to 
countries that lack diffused centers of power. While grassroots human rights activ-
ism plays a critical role in improving national policy in all countries in the world, 
local jurisdictions do not always hold the relative independence and influence that 
they do in the USA’s federal system. In other words, American municipalities and 
counties can have a potentially significant impact on women’s rights because they 
control numerous programs that impact women’s status, have relatively large budg-
ets, and make important decisions that affect gender equity. Local communities that 
lack the political opportunity structure afforded by these resources and capacities are 
less likely to be able to realize CEDAW or other related treaty requirements, even if 
they want to.

Finally, from a global political perspective, de facto ratification arising from 100 
US jurisdictions adopting and implementing (albeit so far non-standard) CEDAW 
ordinances is not a substitute for de jure ratification at the national level. By ratify-
ing treaties, states contribute to global consensus that treaty norms are appropriate 
and obligatory. Even if they fail to fully comply with treaty provisions, ratification 
communicates a message to the international community. When one of the most 
powerful and influential states in the world refuses to formally ratify, it weakens the 
treaty’s influence and thus the capacity of activists to leverage treaty provisions to 
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demand real change. Even more significantly, American foreign policy has actively 
interfered with other countries’ capacity to fulfill CEDAW requirements. For exam-
ple, the Trump administration’s extreme version of the Mexico City Policy, also 
known as the “global gag rule,” withdrew all US foreign aid funding for NGOs that 
provide abortion services with their own funds or inform women about abortion 
(Filipovic 2017). Although this policy has been rescinded by the Biden administra-
tion, it has done long-lasting harm to the ability of poor women in the Global South 
to access not just abortion, but all forms of healthcare provided by NGOs (Sharma 
et  al. 2021). These dynamics are echoed within the USA as conservative politi-
cians strip federal funds from healthcare providers such as Planned Parenthood. The 
Biden administration has also lifted this “domestic gag rule” (Ollstein 2021), but 
such policies can be reinstituted under executive orders by future administrations. 
Further exacerbating this situation is the now very real potential that Roe v. Wade 
(1973) could be overturned or made practically meaningless by a majority conserva-
tive Supreme Court.

Ultimately, some initiatives to address women’s inequality must be adopted at the 
national level to be effective. Current federal law and policy lack a floor for wom-
en’s rights, which CEDAW ideally provides. Instead, a patchwork of wildly different 
(copious vs. few) women’s rights protections exist within and across states. Accord-
ingly, the USA desperately needs a national health policy that extends quality, acces-
sible healthcare, including reproductive healthcare, to poor women, particularly 
racialized women, a national family leave policy, and national domestic violence 
initiatives, including gun control. Otherwise, there is risk of highly uneven norm 
adoption and implementation. While formal CEDAW ratification would not auto-
matically translate into national policy change, it would allow feminist activists to 
leverage US commitments to press for greater progress (Simmons 2009). These cir-
cumstances obviate another role for local activists—the necessity to vote in federal 
legislators, perhaps arising from legislative experience in CEDAW cities, who will 
ratify the convention.
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