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Abstract 

How research evidence informs parliamentary reform remains underexplored within 

legislative studies. While existing scholarship has extensively examined institutional 

barriers to women's political representation and the effectiveness of gender equality 

reforms, less attention has been paid to the parliamentary processes through which 

research evidence is translated into legislative proposals. This article addresses that 

gap by examining the Parliamentary Special Select Committee's inquiry on Women's 

Political Participation and Leadership (WPPL) in Malaysia. 

Adopting an embedded qualitative case study, the study combines semi-structured 

interviews with Members of Parliament, parliamentary committee documents, 

stakeholder evidence, researcher observations and parliamentary townhall 

deliberations. Using thematic analysis and qualitative process tracing, it follows the 

progression of evidence across three stages: evidence generation, committee scrutiny 

and parliamentary deliberation. 

The findings demonstrate that Parliament functioned not as a passive recipient of 

external research but as an active knowledge institution that interrogated, refined and 

negotiated evidence before translating it into legislative reform proposals. Committee 

inquiry broadened the policy agenda beyond candidate quotas to encompass political 

financing, party governance and institutional accountability, while parliamentary 

deliberation tested these proposals against political feasibility and legislative 

practicality. Rather than moving linearly from research to policy, evidence evolved 

through successive stages of institutional interpretation and political negotiation. 
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The article makes two contributions to legislative studies. First, it provides an empirical 

account of how the Parliament of Malaysia translated research evidence into 

institutional reform on women's political representation. Second, it advances the 

concept of a legislative pathway of evidence translation to explain how parliamentary 

committees and deliberative processes transform external knowledge into politically 

actionable reform. The study contributes to broader debates on evidence-informed 

legislating by demonstrating the central role of parliamentary institutions in shaping, 

rather than merely applying, research evidence. 

Keywords: evidence-informed policymaking; parliamentary committees; legislative 

deliberation; women's political participation; legislative pathway of evidence translation 

Introduction 

1.1 WPPL’s Beyond Representation Towards Institutional Reform 

Women's political participation has become a defining indicator of democratic quality, 

inclusive governance and institutional legitimacy. Despite sustained international 

commitments through the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action, the Convention 

on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) and 

Sustainable Development Goal 5, women continue to be under-represented in 

legislatures across many established and emerging democracies. Consequently, 

scholarly attention has increasingly shifted from asking whether women should be 

represented towards identifying the institutional arrangements capable of improving 

their access to political office (Krook, 2009; Childs & Krook, 2009; Dahlerup, 2006). 

Existing research has generated substantial evidence on the structural barriers limiting 

women's political participation. Studies consistently identify candidate recruitment, 

party gatekeeping, campaign financing, electoral systems and informal political norms 

as persistent obstacles shaping women's political careers (Krook, 2009; Franceschet, 

Krook, & Piscopo, 2012). In response, a wide range of institutional reforms—including 

legislated candidate quotas, reserved seats, financial incentives and party-based 

affirmative measures—have been proposed and implemented across different 

parliamentary systems with varying degrees of success (Dahlerup, 2006; Piscopo, 

2015). 
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While this literature has substantially advanced understanding of what reforms may 

strengthen women's political representation, considerably less attention has been paid 

to how those reform proposals are translated into legislative action. Much of the 

scholarship evaluates policy outcomes, quota effectiveness or institutional design after 

reforms have been adopted, yet the parliamentary processes through which research 

evidence is scrutinised, negotiated and ultimately transformed into legislative 

proposals remain comparatively underexplored. This omission is particularly evident 

within legislative studies, where committees are often examined as mechanisms of 

scrutiny and oversight, but less frequently as institutional spaces through which 

external knowledge is translated into parliamentary reform (Russell & Benton, 2011; 

Leston-Bandeira, 2012). 

1.2 Parliament as a Knowledge Institution 

Parliamentary committees increasingly occupy an important position within evidence-

informed policymaking. Beyond their traditional oversight functions, committees 

provide institutional forums where expert testimony, stakeholder perspectives and 

political judgement converge to inform legislative decision-making (Mattson & Strøm, 

1995; Hindmoor, Larkin, & Kennon, 2009). Through inquiries, public hearings and 

stakeholder consultations, committees not only scrutinise government action but also 

generate opportunities for deliberation before legislative recommendations are 

formulated. 

Recent scholarship similarly suggests that committees perform an important agenda-

setting function by determining which issues receive parliamentary attention and 

whose voices become incorporated into legislative deliberation (Pedersen, Halpin, & 

Rasmussen, 2015). Likewise, evidence-informed policymaking literature increasingly 

recognises that research is rarely transferred directly into policy; instead, evidence is 

interpreted, adapted and negotiated within institutional settings shaped by political 

incentives, organisational cultures and legislative constraints (Nutley, Walter, & 

Davies, 2007; Cairney, 2016). 

However, these two strands of scholarship have developed largely in parallel. 

Legislative studies have examined committee influence, deliberation and scrutiny, 

while evidence-use research has focused primarily on relationships between 
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researchers and policymakers. Relatively little attention has been given to the 

institutional processes through which research evidence itself evolves once it enters 

Parliament. Consequently, we know comparatively little about how parliamentary 

committees translate empirical findings into legislative proposals or how parliamentary 

deliberation reshapes those proposals before reform recommendations emerge. 

1.3 Advancing women’s political participation through parliamentary 
reform: A Malaysia’s Context 

Malaysia provides a particularly instructive setting for examining this question. 

Although successive governments have endorsed the aspiration of achieving 30 per 

cent women's representation in decision-making, progress has remained limited. 

Women constituted 50.17 per cent of registered voters in the Fifteenth General 

Election (GE15), yet secured only 30 of the 222 seats (13.5 per cent) in the House of 

Representative (Dewan Rakyat), leaving Malaysia well below both its national target 

and international benchmarks. 

This gap persists despite Malaysia's constitutional commitment to equality under 

Article 8 of the Federal Constitution, its accession to CEDAW in 1995, and repeated 

commitments under the National Policy on Women and successive Malaysia Plans. 

While political parties have increasingly adopted voluntary targets, women's wings and 

leadership development initiatives, implementation has remained uneven, with 

candidate nomination, access to winnable constituencies, campaign financing and 

informal party structures continuing to constrain women's electoral opportunities.  

Against this backdrop, the Parliamentary Special Select Committee on Women, 

Children and Community Development initiated an inquiry into Women's Political 

Participation and Leadership (WPPL). Rather than commencing the inquiry without an 

evidence base, the Committee drew upon findings from a nationwide assessment 

commissioned by the Westminster Foundation for Democracy (WFD), which 

examined women's political participation following GE15 through interviews with 

Members of Parliament across government and opposition parties. The inquiry 

subsequently brought together academics, civil society organisations, electoral reform 

advocates and parliamentarians through a series of formal evidence sessions and a 

parliamentary townhall to consider potential legislative reforms. This sequence 
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provides a rare opportunity to observe how research evidence progressed through 

successive stages of parliamentary scrutiny before being translated into committee 

recommendations. 

 

1.4 Scope of the study 
 

Despite growing scholarship on women's political representation and evidence-

informed policymaking, limited attention has been given to the institutional processes 

through which research evidence is translated into parliamentary reform. While 

existing studies have examined the effectiveness of gender quotas, candidate 

selection, and committee influence, less is known about how legislatures receive, 

scrutinise and adapt external evidence before it is incorporated into legislative 

recommendations. Addressing this gap, this article examines the parliamentary inquiry 

on Women's Political Participation and Leadership (WPPL) undertaken by the 

Parliament of Malaysia as a case through which to understand the institutional 

translation of research evidence. 

 

Accordingly, this article asks two related questions: (1) how was research evidence on 

women's political participation translated into parliamentary reform through the 

Parliamentary Special Select Committee inquiry, and (2) what roles did committee 

scrutiny and parliamentary deliberation play in shaping legislative reform proposals? 

 

Drawing upon interview data, parliamentary committee documents, researcher 

observations and parliamentary townhall deliberations, the article traces the 

progression of evidence from its initial generation through successive stages of 

committee scrutiny and parliamentary deliberation. In doing so, it makes three 

contributions. First, it provides an empirical account of how the Parliament of Malaysia 

utilised external research evidence in developing proposals for institutional reform on 

women's political participation. Second, it contributes to legislative studies by 

demonstrating that parliamentary committees function not only as mechanisms of 

scrutiny and oversight but also as institutional arenas in which research evidence is 

interpreted, refined and negotiated. Finally, the article proposes the concept of a 

legislative pathway of evidence translation to explain how research evidence is 
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progressively transformed into parliamentary reform through successive stages of 

inquiry and deliberation. 

 
 

Methodology  
 
2.1 Research Design 

This study adopts an embedded single-case study design (Yin, 2018) to examine how 

research evidence on women's political participation and leadership (WPPL) was 

translated into parliamentary deliberation and legislative reform in Malaysia. The 

bounded case is the Parliamentary Special Select Committee's (PSSC) inquiry on 

strengthening women's political representation, within which multiple interconnected 

units of analysis which include evidence generation from committee inquiries. 

A sequential qualitative design was employed to capture the evolution of evidence 

across two interrelated phases. Rather than treating each stage of the inquiry as an 

independent source of data, the study conceptualises the parliamentary process as a 

continuous sequence through which evidence was generated, interpreted, deliberated 

and translated into legislative proposals. 

The case centres on Malaysia's parliamentary inquiry into Women's Political 

Participation and Leadership (WPPL), initiated following the completion of the WFD 

national assessment. The inquiry represents one of the few documented parliamentary 

reform processes in Malaysia that systematically combined empirical research, 

parliamentary committee scrutiny, stakeholder engagement and Member deliberation 

to formulate institutional and legislative recommendations aimed at strengthening 

women's political representation. Rather than examining a single report or 

parliamentary event, the study follows how research evidence evolved throughout the 

inquiry process from its initial generation through parliamentary scrutiny, deliberation 

and the formulation of reform proposals. 
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2.2 Data Collection 

Data were collected across two sequential phases and subsequently integrated into a 

single qualitative evidence base to examine the progression of evidence throughout 

the parliamentary inquiry. 

Phase 1: Evidence Generation  

The first phase draws upon research undertaken for the Westminster Foundation for 

Democracy (WFD) as part of a national assessment of Women's Political Participation 

and Leadership (WPPL) in Malaysia. The research sought to examine the structural, 

institutional and individual factors influencing women's political representation 

following Malaysia's Fifteenth General Election (GE15). 

Primary data consisted of semi-structured interviews with 10 Members of Parliament, 

comprising six women MPs and four male MPs representing both the government and 

opposition, across seven political parties (PKR, DAP, AMANAH, GPS, PBM, PAS and 

BERSATU). Participants were purposively selected to capture variation in gender, 

political affiliation, parliamentary experience, and party leadership responsibilities. The 

interview data were complemented by documentary review. Documentary sources 

included party constitutions, election manifestos, parliamentary records (Hansard, 

Order Paper), relevant legislation, government policy documents and international 

frameworks relating to women's political representation. 

Phase 2: Parliamentary Inquiry and Deliberative Evidence 

The second phase examined the Parliamentary Special Select Committee's (PSSC) 

inquiry on Women's Political Participation and Leadership, which constituted the 

formal parliamentary scrutiny stage of the reform process. 

Data comprised committee reports, stakeholder memoranda, presentation materials, 

committee proceedings and researcher observations recorded during the inquiry 

sessions. As part of its inquiry, the Committee convened six formal evidence sessions 

involving academic experts, civil society organisations and policy advocacy groups to 

examine multiple dimensions of women's political participation. These sessions 

addressed gender equality in Malaysian politics, structural barriers to representation, 
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legislative gender quotas, political financing, Women-Only Additional Seats (WOAS), 

Top-Up Women-Only Additional Seats (TWOAS) and comparative funding 

mechanisms designed to encourage women's electoral participation. 

Collectively, these materials documented how empirical findings generated during 

Phase One were scrutinised, challenged and refined through parliamentary committee 

deliberation before being developed into potential legislative reforms. 

 

Phase 3: Parliamentary Deliberation 

The third phase focused on the Parliamentary Townhall on Women's Political 

Participation and Leadership, which brought together Members of Parliament from 

both government and opposition benches to deliberate on the Committee's emerging 

reform proposals. 

Data for this phase comprised the official parliamentary townhall report, researcher 

field notes and non-participant observations recorded during the townhall 

proceedings. The researcher attended the event in person, enabling the 

documentation of parliamentary interactions, deliberative exchanges and discussions 

that were not fully captured in the official report. These observational data provided 

additional contextual insights into Members' responses to the proposed reforms, 

including areas of consensus, disagreement and negotiation concerning legislative 

feasibility and implementation. 

Unlike the committee inquiry, which primarily examined expert evidence, the townhall 

provided an opportunity to observe how elected representatives collectively 

interpreted, debated and refined reform proposals before their incorporation into the 

Committee's final recommendations. This final phase therefore captured the 

deliberative processes through which research evidence was politically negotiated 

within Parliament. 
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2.3 Data Analysis 

Data were analysed using a combination of thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006, 

2021) and qualitative process tracing (Beach & Pedersen, 2019). This combined 

approach enabled the study to examine both the substantive content of the evidence 

and its progression through successive stages of the parliamentary process. 

Analysis began with the Phase One interview data. Interview transcripts were read 

repeatedly to achieve familiarity before being inductively coded to identify recurring 

patterns relating to women's pathways into politics, institutional barriers, candidate 

selection, party support, leadership development and proposed reforms. Codes were 

subsequently reviewed and organised into broader themes that captured the 

institutional factors shaping women's political participation. 

The second phase focused on documentary evidence generated through the 

Parliamentary Special Select Committee (PSSC) inquiry. Committee reports, 

stakeholder submissions, presentation materials and researcher observations from 

committee proceedings were analysed to identify how research findings were 

interpreted, scrutinised and translated into parliamentary reform proposals. Particular 

attention was given to instances where committee deliberations refined, expanded or 

challenged recommendations presented by academic experts and civil society 

organisations. 

The third phase examined parliamentary deliberation during the Members of 

Parliament townhall. Data comprised the official townhall report, field notes and 

researcher observations recorded during the event. Analysis focused on how 

Members of Parliament debated the proposed reforms, negotiated competing 

perspectives and assessed their legislative and political feasibility. Rather than 

analysing individual contributions in isolation, deliberations were examined collectively 

to understand how parliamentary discussion shaped the evolution of reform proposals. 

Finally, findings across the three phases were analysed iteratively using process 

tracing to examine the movement of evidence from its initial generation through 

committee scrutiny and parliamentary deliberation. This enabled the study to identify 

the mechanisms through which research evidence was progressively translated into 
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parliamentary recommendations, forming the basis of the legislative pathway of 

evidence translation developed in this article. 

Findings 
 
5.1 Diagnosing the Institutional Barriers to WPPL 

The first phase of the study sought to identify the structural conditions limiting women's 

political participation in Malaysia. Drawing upon interviews with ten Members of 

Parliament representing seven political parties, supplemented by documentary 

analysis and stakeholder consultations, the evidence consistently pointed to 

institutional rather than individual explanations for women's under-representation. 

Although respondents described diverse personal journeys into politics, these 

narratives converged on a common conclusion: women were not entering politics 

through open and predictable pathways, but through opportunities mediated by party 

elites, informal political networks and organisational discretion. 

Rather than portraying women's political participation as a question of individual 

ambition or capability, interviewees repeatedly highlighted candidate recruitment and 

selection as the principal institutional bottleneck. Women often entered politics after 

establishing professional reputations in academia, law, business or civil society, yet 

progression into parliamentary candidacy frequently depended upon invitations from 

senior party leaders instead of transparent competitive processes. As one respondent 

reflected, 

"Recruitment also occurred through targeted invitations or appointment by 
senior leaders rather than through transparent, competitive processes." 

 

Across political parties, respondents described this pattern as creating an enduring 

system of institutional gatekeeping, where access to political opportunities remained 

highly dependent upon existing networks and leadership discretion rather than formal 

meritocratic pathways. 

The interviews further demonstrated that increasing the number of women candidates 

alone was insufficient to improve parliamentary representation. Although respondents 

acknowledged that more women contested the fifteenth general election than in 
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previous elections, Malaysia's proportion of women Members of Parliament remained 

largely stagnant at approximately 14 per cent. One interviewee captured this paradox: 

“Since 2008 I've seen growing interest among women in politics... After GE15, 
even more women stood as candidates than before.” 

 

Despite this progress in nominations, the evidence suggested that the principal 

challenge lay in converting candidacy into electoral success rather than encouraging 

women to contest elections.  

Interview data consistently pointed towards candidate placement as the decisive 

institutional constraint. Women MPs described being expected to demonstrate 

exceptional competence before receiving nominations, yet were disproportionately 

allocated to marginal or historically unwinnable constituencies. By contrast, male 

candidates were perceived as being more likely to consolidate their political careers 

through safer constituencies. Consequently, respondents argued that representation 

depended less on the absolute number of women candidates than on the electoral 

quality of the seats they were asked to contest. As one respondent observed,  

"…the binding constraint on outcomes is therefore seat quality, not simply the 

number of women fielded." 

Importantly, respondents did not frame the solution solely in terms of adopting a 30 

per cent quota. Instead, interviewees repeatedly advocated broader institutional 

reforms capable of sustaining women's political careers beyond election cycles. 

Proposed measures included leadership development programmes, transparent 

candidate selection processes, mentoring systems, financial support, constitutional 

reforms within political parties, and mechanisms to widen leadership pipelines. 

Collectively, these findings suggested that sustainable improvements required 

institutional redesign rather than isolated numerical targets. 

Perhaps the most unexpected finding emerging from the interviews concerned the role 

of male allies. Male parliamentarians did not characterise women's representation as 

a women's issue alone. Rather, many recognised gender equality as an institutional 

responsibility requiring commitment from party leadership, organisational reform and 

cross-party collaboration. Their accounts shifted the discussion away from symbolic 

support towards structural accountability, suggesting that meaningful progress 
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depended upon institutional buy-in across political leadership rather than solely on 

women's advocacy. 

 

5.2 Translating Research Evidence in to Parliamentary Reform 
Proposals 
 

The second phase of the legislative pathway shifted the focus from diagnosing barriers 

to examining how Parliament interpreted and translated empirical evidence into 

potential institutional reforms. Building upon the findings generated through the WFD 

research, the study further analysed the PSSC’s structured inquiry comprising six 

formal evidence sessions involving academic experts, civil society organisations and 

policy advocacy groups. Rather than merely validating existing findings, the inquiry 

functioned as a deliberative arena in which research evidence was scrutinised, 

challenged and refined through parliamentary questioning before being developed into 

actionable reform proposals. 

Across the six evidence sessions, contributors presented complementary but distinct 

approaches to strengthening women's political participation. Academic evidence 

provided an overview of Malaysia's persistent gender gap and its structural 

determinants, while civil society organisations and policy advocates advanced a range 

of legislative and institutional reforms, including statutory candidate quotas, political 

financing mechanisms, Women-Only Additional Seats (WOAS), Top-Up Women-Only 

Additional Seats (TWOAS), and incentives for political parties to increase women's 

representation. Collectively, these engagements broadened the policy conversation 

beyond numerical representation to encompass candidate recruitment, electoral 

system design, party governance and public financing as interconnected institutional 

levers for reform. 

Importantly, the Committee did not approach these proposals as fixed policy 

prescriptions. Throughout the inquiry, members consistently redirected discussions 

towards questions of legislative feasibility and institutional implementation. Rather 

than debating whether women's representation should be strengthened, parliamentary 

exchanges focused on how proposed reforms could realistically be embedded within 

Malaysia's existing legal and electoral framework. This shift was particularly evident 

during discussions on the proposed Gender Parity Bill, where the Committee 
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questioned whether a standalone Act was necessary or whether similar objectives 

could instead be achieved through targeted amendments to existing electoral 

legislation. Responding to the proposal, the Chairperson observed: 

"Why is it not under the existing Act? Just add the clause. Why do you need a 

separate Act to have gender parity?"  

This exchange illustrates an important transition in the inquiry. While advocacy 

organisations presented normative proposals for reform, parliamentary deliberation 

reframed these proposals into questions of legislative architecture, administrative 

practicality and policy sequencing. Rather than accepting proposals at face value, 

Committee members evaluated their compatibility with existing statutes, the extent of 

consequential amendments required, and the likelihood of implementation within a 

realistic parliamentary timetable. 

Questions of political feasibility emerged alongside legal feasibility. During discussions 

on legislated quotas, the Committee openly recognised that reforms requiring 

incumbent Members to relinquish candidacy opportunities would encounter 

substantial political resistance. Acknowledging these institutional constraints, the 

Chairperson remarked: 

"The problem with this law... to get half of the men MPs to agree so that you 
can pass the law is not easy." 

 

Rather than dismissing quota proposals outright, this acknowledgement prompted 

discussion of politically achievable alternatives, including phased implementation, 

financial incentives and complementary reforms capable of advancing women's 

representation without immediately requiring constitutional restructuring. The inquiry 

therefore demonstrated that parliamentary scrutiny extended beyond evaluating the 

desirability of reform to considering its political viability within Malaysia's institutional 

context. 

A further development arising from the inquiry was the Committee's increasing interest 

in incentive-based approaches alongside regulatory measures. Discussions 

surrounding the Fair Play Funding proposal and comparative international models 

shifted attention towards rewarding political parties that successfully increased 

women's representation rather than relying solely on mandatory quotas. In considering 
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the Irish model of public funding, the Chair proposed linking annual financial 

allocations to the number of women Members of Parliament elected, observing: 

"You give to political party a certain amount of money annually. So, you 
incentivize separately..." 

This discussion represented more than a consideration of funding arrangements. It 

reflected an important evolution in parliamentary thinking, whereby financial 

incentives, party behaviour and legislative reform were increasingly understood as 

complementary mechanisms rather than competing alternatives for improving 

women's political participation. 

Taken together, the Committee inquiry illustrates that parliamentary evidence 

translation is not a passive process of adopting external recommendations. Instead, 

Parliament acted as an institutional intermediary that interrogated advocacy 

proposals, tested their legislative feasibility, weighed their political implications and 

progressively refined them into reform options capable of commanding broader 

parliamentary consideration. In doing so, the inquiry transformed research findings 

into a more comprehensive legislative agenda that extended beyond electoral quotas 

to encompass party governance, political financing, institutional accountability and 

long-term parliamentary reform. 

5.3 Negotiating Reform through Parliamentary Deliberation  

 
The parliamentary townhall marked the final stage of the legislative pathway, where 

evidence generated through research and refined during the Committee inquiry was 

presented to Members of Parliament for collective deliberation. Unlike the preceding 

evidence sessions, which focused primarily on expert testimony, the townhall created 

a deliberative forum in which MPs from both government and opposition benches 

could interrogate, challenge and refine the proposed reforms before they entered the 

formal parliamentary agenda. The discussion therefore moved beyond diagnosing 

barriers to negotiating what reforms were politically and institutionally achievable. 

 
A notable finding was the broad cross-party recognition that Malaysia's level of 

women's political representation was unsatisfactory and required institutional 

intervention. Across party lines, the MPs rarely disputed the underlying problem of 
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under-representation. Instead, deliberations focused on identifying practical 

mechanisms capable of improving women's participation before the next general 

election. This shared understanding reflected a departure from whether reform was 

necessary towards how reform could realistically be achieved within existing political 

constraints. As the Committee Chair explained when outlining the purpose of the 

townhall: 

"What I want is every quick win... at least something we move forward... once 
we have an idea... we will speak to Minister in the Prime Minister’s Department 
(Law and Institutional Reform) to come out with the Bill." 

 

This emphasis on "quick wins" illustrates that the townhall was designed not merely 

as a consultative exercise, but as a mechanism for generating reforms capable of 

progressing within the current parliamentary term. 

Although participants broadly agreed on the objective of increasing women's 

representation, the principal disagreements concerned implementation rather than 

principle. Mandatory candidate quotas attracted considerable support as a long-term 

aspiration, yet many MPs openly acknowledged the political realities surrounding their 

implementation. The discussion repeatedly returned to the electoral consequences for 

incumbent Members, particularly under Malaysia's first-past-the-post electoral system, 

where increasing opportunities for women would inevitably alter candidate selection 

dynamics. Reflecting this concern, the PSSC’s Chairperson remarked: 

"The problem with this law... to get half of the men MPs to agree so that you 

can pass the law is not easy... because... their seats are actually under threat." 

Rather than rejecting the proposal outright, participants used this political reality to 

explore alternative pathways that might command broader parliamentary support. 

Several exchanges considered whether incentive-based mechanisms, political 

financing reforms or gradual implementation strategies could achieve meaningful 

progress without requiring immediate constitutional amendments. The discussion 

therefore demonstrated a distinctly parliamentary mode of reasoning, whereby 

normative aspirations were continually weighed against institutional feasibility and 

political acceptability. 
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The townhall also revealed that male allyship extended beyond symbolic endorsement 

towards active participation in legislative problem-solving. Male MPs did not merely 

express support for increasing women's representation; many contributed practical 

suggestions on legislative drafting, political financing and implementation strategies. 

Rather than framing gender equality as an issue to be led exclusively by women 

parliamentarians, male participants increasingly positioned themselves as institutional 

partners responsible for overcoming barriers within political parties and Parliament 

itself. This finding echoed the earlier interview evidence from Phase One, suggesting 

continuity between individual attitudes and parliamentary behaviour. 

Equally noteworthy was the emergence of party-specific perspectives on advancing 

women's representation. While broad agreement existed on the need for reform, MPs 

frequently explained that strategies would need to reflect differing organisational 

cultures and decision-making structures within political parties. For example, one 

participant described how, within PAS (an opposition party), initiatives to expand 

women's electoral participation had historically been championed by the party's 

religious leadership rather than by the women's wing itself: 

“The effort to secure a seat for women was not led by the Muslimat Wing, but 
by the Ulama Wing… When the ulama (the central leadership committee) take 
the lead, it becomes much easier.” 

Rather than representing resistance, such contributions demonstrated that MPs 

interpreted reform through the institutional realities of their own parties. The discussion 

therefore moved beyond universal prescriptions and acknowledged that different 

political organisations may require different pathways to achieve similar 

representational outcomes. 

Perhaps the most significant outcome of the townhall was that parliamentary 

deliberation generated institutional ideas extending beyond those originally presented 

by advocacy organisations. Throughout the exchanges, MPs proposed modifications 

that had not formed the centrepiece of the initial proposals, including integrating 

gender incentives into future political financing legislation, allowing subsidy amounts 

to be adjusted through subsidiary regulations rather than repeated statutory 

amendments, formalising parliamentary oversight mechanisms, and sequencing 

reforms according to legislative feasibility. One exchange, for instance, explored 
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embedding incentives within a future Political Financing Act while allowing funding 

allocations to be varied administratively through schedules or gazetted regulations 

rather than requiring repeated amendments to primary legislation. These discussions 

illustrate that Parliament did not simply evaluate external proposals, however, it 

actively reshaped them into legislative options more compatible with Malaysia's 

constitutional, administrative and political environment.  

Taken together, the parliamentary townhall demonstrates that evidence translation 

within legislatures is inherently deliberative rather than linear. Research findings and 

stakeholder proposals did not move directly into committee recommendations. 

Instead, they were subjected to political negotiation, institutional adaptation and cross-

party deliberation, producing reform options that balanced normative ambitions with 

legislative feasibility. The townhall therefore functioned as more than a stakeholder 

engagement exercise; it served as the final deliberative stage through which research 

evidence was transformed into politically actionable parliamentary reform. 

Discussion 

6.1. From Evidence generation to Legislative Knowledge 

The first contribution of this study concerns the role of research evidence within 

parliamentary reform. Existing scholarship frequently conceptualises evidence-

informed policymaking as a linear process in which research findings are transmitted 

from researchers to policymakers before informing legislative outcomes (Nutley et al., 

2007; Cairney, 2016). The present findings suggest a considerably more dynamic 

relationship. Rather than functioning as a static body of evidence, the Phase 1 

assessment established an initial knowledge base that was subsequently interrogated, 

expanded and reinterpreted through parliamentary processes. The transition from 

Phase One to the PSSC inquiry demonstrates that legislatures do not simply receive 

external evidence, however, they actively participate in constructing legislative 

knowledge through committee scrutiny. 

This finding reinforces emerging scholarship that views parliamentary committees as 

knowledge institutions rather than merely oversight bodies (Leston-Bandeira, 2012; 

Russell & Benton, 2011). Committee inquiries provide institutional spaces where 
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expert evidence, stakeholder experience and political judgement intersect before 

legislative recommendations are formulated. In the Malaysian case, evidence relating 

to women's political participation did not remain confined to descriptive diagnosis but 

evolved into a wider discussion encompassing political financing, electoral design, 

candidate selection and institutional accountability. Parliament therefore acted not as 

a passive consumer of research but as an active intermediary translating empirical 

findings into legislative possibilities. 

6.2 Parliamentary Committees as Sites of Evidence Translation 

The second contribution concerns the deliberative role of parliamentary committees in 

refining policy proposals. Although advocacy organisations entered the inquiry with 

relatively well-developed reform agendas including legislated quotas, Women-Only 

Additional Seats and political financing mechanisms, the Committee did not simply 

endorse or reject these proposals. Instead, members consistently reframed 

discussions around legislative feasibility, implementation pathways and institutional 

compatibility. 

This observation resonates with scholarship describing committees as venues where 

political preferences are transformed into workable legislative solutions (Mattson & 

Strøm, 1995; Hindmoor, Larkin, & Kennon, 2009). Committee deliberation therefore 

serves a dual function: evaluating evidence while simultaneously adapting it to 

constitutional, administrative and political realities. Rather than diminishing the 

influence of external stakeholders, this process strengthens legislative scrutiny by 

exposing proposals to practical institutional testing before recommendations are 

adopted. 

Importantly, the Committee broadened the reform agenda beyond numerical 

representation. The inquiry progressively incorporated party governance, incentive 

structures, public financing and long-term institutional reform into its 

recommendations. This finding supports arguments that parliamentary influence often 

lies not in creating entirely new policy ideas, but in reshaping and integrating 

competing evidence into coherent legislative agendas (Pedersen, Halpin, & 

Rasmussen, 2015). 
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6.3 Deliberation, Political Feasibility and Cross-Party Negotiation 

The parliamentary townhall demonstrates that legislative deliberation involves 

negotiation over implementation rather than disagreement over policy objectives. 

Across party lines, MPs generally accepted that women's parliamentary 

representation required improvement. However, deliberations repeatedly returned to 

questions concerning political feasibility, electoral consequences and legislative 

sequencing. 

This distinction between agreement on policy goals and disagreement over 

implementation reflects wider literature on deliberative legislatures. Legislatures rarely 

function as arenas in which evidence directly determines outcomes. Rather, evidence 

becomes one resource among many that Members use while balancing constituency 

interests, party incentives, institutional rules and electoral realities (Habermas, 1996; 

Parkinson, 2006). This case study within the Parliament of Malaysia’s PSSC illustrates 

this process clearly. Mandatory quotas, financial incentives and reserved-seat 

proposals were not debated primarily on normative grounds, but through 

considerations of political viability within the country's first-past-the-post electoral 

system. 

These findings also complement recent work on legislative deliberation, which argues 

that parliamentary discussion often generates policy innovation by requiring 

competing proposals to be justified publicly and adapted through collective reasoning 

(Bächtiger et al., 2018). Several institutional refinements emerging during the townhall 

including phased implementation, incentive-based financing and administrative 

flexibility were products of parliamentary deliberation rather than components of the 

original advocacy proposals. This suggests that legislatures contribute to policy 

innovation through deliberation itself. 

6.4 The Legislative Pathway of Evidence Translation 

Perhaps the most significant theoretical implication concerns the way responsibility for 

women's political representation was framed throughout the legislative pathway. 

Existing discussions frequently portray women's representation as primarily the 

responsibility of women politicians or women's organisations (Childs & Krook, 2009; 
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Krook, 2009). While these actors remained central throughout the Malaysian inquiry, 

the findings demonstrate that responsibility increasingly shifted towards institutions 

themselves. 

The interviews, committee inquiry and parliamentary townhall all highlighted political 

parties, parliamentary committees and legislative frameworks as the principal agents 

responsible for improving representation. Equally significant was the role played by 

male Members of Parliament, whose contributions extended beyond symbolic 

endorsement towards active engagement with legislative design, political financing 

and implementation strategies. Male allyship therefore emerged less as interpersonal 

support and more as institutional responsibility embedded within parliamentary reform. 

This finding aligns with recent scholarship emphasising that sustainable gender 

equality requires institutional transformation rather than reliance upon individual 

women's leadership alone (Waylen, 2014; Mackay, Kenny, & Chappell, 2010). The 

Malaysia case study extends this literature by illustrating how parliamentary inquiry 

itself can facilitate that transformation. Through successive stages of evidence 

generation, committee scrutiny and parliamentary deliberation, responsibility for 

women's political representation became progressively institutionalised, moving 

beyond advocacy towards legislative action. 

Finally, this study proposes the concept of a legislative pathway of evidence translation 

to describe how empirical research evolves into parliamentary reform. Rather than 

conceptualising parliamentary committees as endpoints in evidence-informed 

policymaking, the findings suggest they operate as institutional intermediaries that 

receive, interrogate, adapt and politically negotiate research evidence before 

legislative recommendations emerge. This process offers a useful analytical 

framework for understanding how legislatures translate external knowledge into 

institutional reform, particularly in politically contested policy areas such as gender 

equality. 
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Conclusion  
 

This study examined how research evidence on women's political participation was 

translated into parliamentary reform within the Parliament of Malaysia. It argues that 

evidence-informed legislative reform is not a linear process from research to policy, 

but an iterative pathway in which evidence is generated, scrutinised and politically 

negotiated before being translated into institutional reform. The WFD assessment 

provided the initial evidence base, which was subsequently refined through the 

Parliamentary Special Select Committee inquiry and parliamentary townhall before 

informing a broader legislative reform agenda. 

The study makes two contributions to the legislative studies literature. First, it provides 

empirical insight into how parliamentary committees function as knowledge institutions 

that actively interrogate, adapt and translate external evidence rather than simply 

endorse stakeholder recommendations. Second, it advances the concept of a 

legislative pathway of evidence translation, highlighting the role of committee scrutiny 

and parliamentary deliberation in transforming research evidence into politically and 

institutionally feasible reform options. 

While the study focuses on a single parliamentary inquiry, its implications extend 

beyond Malaysia as a context. As legislatures increasingly rely on committee inquiries 

and stakeholder engagement to inform institutional reform, understanding how 

evidence is translated within parliamentary processes becomes increasingly 

important. Rather than viewing committees solely as mechanisms of oversight, this 

study demonstrates their broader role in shaping legislative knowledge and 

institutional change. Ultimately, this study suggests that parliamentary committees are 

not merely forums for scrutinising evidence, but institutional arenas in which evidence 

is interpreted, negotiated and transformed into legislative possibility. 
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