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Message from the Secretary-General 

The World’s Women 2015: Trends and Statistics comes as the international community marks 
the twentieth anniversary of the landmark Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action and 
looks forward to the adoption of sustainable development goals to guide our global fight against 
poverty through the year 2030.

Women’s advancement, equality and empowerment, so central to progress on the Millennium 
Development Goals, remain indispensable to success.

This report confirms that the lives of women have improved in a number of areas over the last 
two decades—but the pace has been slow and uneven across regions as well as within and among 
countries.

I commend this publication to governments, researchers, scholars, non-governmental organiza-
tions and citizens around the world. I trust that all will use the valuable information in these 
pages as we strive together to ensure that every woman enjoys her human rights and has the 
chance to achieve her full potential.

Ban Ki-moon
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Preface 

This sixth edition of The World’s Women: Trends and Statistics provides the latest statistics and 
analysis on the status of women and men at global and regional levels and reviews the progress 
towards gender equality over the last 20 years. The eight chapters of the report cover several 
broad policy areas identified in the 1995 Beijing Platform for Action, the framework that set 
the international agenda for improving the status of women. These areas include population 
and families, health, education, work, power and decision-making, violence against women, 
environment and poverty. In each area, a life-cycle approach is used to reveal the experiences 
of women and men during different periods of life—from childhood and the formative years, 
through the working and reproductive stage, to older ages. 

The statistics and analysis presented in The World’s Women 2015 are based on a comprehensive 
and careful assessment of a large set of available data and take into account new and emerging 
methodological developments in gender statistics. The report reveals that the lives of women 
have improved in some respects. For instance, the gender gap in education has narrowed, par-
ticularly at the primary level, and in many countries women now outnumber men in tertiary 
education. In other areas, however, progress has stagnated. Today, half the world’s women join 
the labour force compared to three quarters of men, a situation not unlike that of 20 years ago. 
Women are far from having an equal voice to men in public and private spheres. And, unaccept-
ably, in every region of the world, women are still subjected to various forms of violence. Women 
also face new challenges, including those related to changes in living arrangements. As a result, 
older women today are more likely to be living alone and in poverty than men of the same age.

My sincere hope is that this publication will deepen our understanding of the current status of 
women and men and of the advances in women’s empowerment. I also trust that it will serve 
as a model for national and international stakeholders in identifying and addressing data gaps 
on gender issues. Much work remains to fill the gaps in coverage of key topics, to improve the 
timeliness and comparability of data over time and across countries, and to strengthen national 
capacity in the production and use of gender statistics. 

Wu Hongbo
Under-Secretary-General for Economic and Social Affairs
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Executive Summary

At the 1995 United Nations Fourth World Conference on Women, Governments adopted the 
Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action, which “seeks to promote and protect the full en-
joyment of all human rights and the fundamental freedoms of all women throughout their life 
cycle.” Guided by these principles, the World’s Women 2015: Trends and Statistics presents the 
latest statistics and analyses of the status of women and men in areas of concern identified by 
the Platform for Action. It also reviews progress towards gender equality over the past 20 years. 
The publication is the sixth edition in a series. 

The World’s Women 2015 comprises eight chapters covering critical areas of policy concern: 
population and families, health, education, work, power and decision-making, violence against 
women, environment, and poverty. In each area, a life-cycle approach is introduced to reveal 
the experiences of women and men during different periods of life—from childhood and the 
formative years, through the working and reproductive stages, to older ages. 

The statistics and analyses presented in the following pages are based on a comprehensive and 
careful assessment of a large set of available data from international and national statistical agen-
cies. Each chapter provides an assessment of gaps in gender statistics, highlighting progress in the 
availability of statistics, new and emerging methodological developments, and areas demanding 
further attention from the international community. In addition to the data presented in the 
chapters, a wide selection of statistics and indicators at the global, regional and country levels 
can be found in the Statistical Annex of this report available in a dedicated website hosted by 
the United Nations Statistics Division (http://unstats.un.org/unsd/gender/worldswomen.html). 
The report’s main findings are summarized below.

Population and families

Worldwide, men outnumber women by some 62 million. More baby boys are born than baby 
girls, a by-product of enduring natural selection processes. The slight male advantage in num-
bers at birth disappears progressively during childhood and young adulthood, owing to gen-
erally higher male than female mortality. Consequently, women outnumber men in older age 
groups. Women represent 54 per cent of the population aged 60 and over and 62 per cent of those 
aged 80 and over. The number of years lived as a person aged 60 and over is higher for women 
than for men by about three years. Noticeable differences are also found in the living arrange-
ments of older women and men. In the later stages of life, women are much more likely than men 
to be widowed and to live alone. This has to be taken into account by programmes and services 
targeted to older persons, particularly in the context of the increasing share of older persons in 
the population (population ageing) that is taking place everywhere. 

Marriage patterns have also changed over the past two decades. Both women and men are 
marrying later, a reflection of increases in education levels, later entry into the labour force, 
greater economic independence of women and a rise in informal unions. Women continue to 
marry a few years earlier than men, at age 25 on average, compared to 29 for men. The rate of 
child marriage—a fundamental violation of human rights that limits girls’ opportunities for 
education and development and exposes them to the risk of domestic violence and social isola-
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tion—has declined slightly. Still, almost half of women aged 20 to 24 in Southern Asia and two 
fifths in sub-Saharan Africa were married before age 18. 

Globally, the total fertility rate reached 2.5 children per woman in 2010–2015, a decline from 
three children in 1990–1995. While fertility fell slightly in countries with high and medium 
fertility levels, it rose slightly in some countries with low fertility. Increasingly, having children 
is becoming delinked from formal marriage, as reflected by the increase in the share of extra-
marital births. As a result of this trend and a rise in divorce rates, one-parent households, among 
which single mothers with children make up more than three quarters, are becoming common 
in both developing and developed regions.  

Health

Medical and technological improvements over several decades have extended the lives of both 
women and men, who are expected at present to live an average of 72 and 68 years, respectively. 
An analysis of mortality data across age groups and regions shows that women and men tend to 
die of different causes.  In all regions, biological factors, along with gender inequality and gender 
norms, influence sex differences in health trajectories throughout the life cycle.  

Adolescence and young adulthood should be a time of general good health with low mortality 
rates. Yet in developing regions, complications linked to pregnancy and childbirth, as well as 
sexually transmitted infections, particularly HIV, continue to take a heavy toll on the lives of 
adolescent girls and young women. This is due not only to underdeveloped health systems that 
are unable to address women’s needs, but also to gender issues. Poor access to information and 
education, early marriage, and lack of decision-making power among girls who are married or 
in relationship increase their exposure to sexually transmitted infections, unwanted pregnan-
cies and the risk of unsafe abortion. Traditional gender expectations also exert a harmful effect 
on men. Adolescent boys and young men often take up habits and risky behaviours that are 
associated with images of masculinity. During adolescence and young adulthood, road inju-
ries, interpersonal violence and self-harm are the leading causes of death among young men in 
both developed and developing regions. Injuries are also a leading cause of death among young 
women in developed regions, although the corresponding mortality rates are much lower than 
those of young men.

For women of reproductive age, the biological functions of pregnancy and childbirth create 
additional health needs. Overall, reproductive and maternal health has improved considerably 
over the past two decades. A growing proportion of women are using contraceptives and the 
demand for family planning is increasingly being satisfied. Worldwide, the number of maternal 
deaths declined by 45 per cent between 1990 and 2013. Still, in sub-Saharan Africa, only half 
of pregnant women receive adequate care during childbirth. In 2014, 83 per cent of pregnant 
women in developing regions had at least one antenatal care visit, an improvement of 19 per-
centage points since 1990. However, only 52 per cent of pregnant women had the recommended 
minimum of four antenatal care visits.

At older ages, non-communicable diseases such as cardiovascular disease, cancer, chronic ob-
structive pulmonary disease and diabetes are the more common causes of death. Over the entire 
life course, risk factors contributing to these diseases have a clear gender component. For in-
stance, men smoke tobacco and drink alcohol to a much greater extent than women: 36 per cent 
of men aged 15 and over smoke and 48 per cent drink, compared to 8 and 29 per cent of women, 
respectively. However, large numbers of women have adopted these unhealthy habits, particu-
larly in developed regions. Moreover, while the prevalence of obesity has increased among both 
sexes, women appear to be slightly more affected (14 per cent of women aged 20 and over are 
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obese compared to 10 per cent of men). Mental disorders, in particular dementia, are among 
the major causes of disability in later life. In 2013, an estimated 44 million people globally were 
living with dementia, a number that is expected to double every 20 years. Women are more 
affected than men due to women’s greater longevity and the typically late onset of dementia. 
Women also represent the majority of informal caregivers of people with dementia—mostly in 
their role as partners, daughters and daughters-in-law. 

Education

The past two decades have witnessed remarkable progress in participation in education. En-
rolment of children in primary education is at present nearly universal. The gender gap has 
narrowed, and in some regions girls tend to perform better in school than boys and progress 
in a more timely manner. However, in some developing countries that have not reached gender 
parity, the disparities against girls are stark. Today, 58 million children of primary school age 
are out of school worldwide. More than half of these are girls and nearly three quarters live in 
sub-Saharan Africa and Southern Asia. 

Secondary school enrolment has increased but remains lower than primary school enrolment. 
Although gender disparities in access to secondary education have been reduced, they remain 
wider and more prevalent than at the primary level—to the advantage of boys in some countries 
and of girls in others. Gender disparities are even broader at the tertiary level. Female participa-
tion in tertiary education overall has increased globally and currently surpasses male participa-
tion in almost all developed countries and in half of developing countries. However, women are 
clearly underrepresented in fields related to science, engineering, manufacturing and construc-
tion. Women are also underrepresented in the more advanced degree programmes, especially 
in science-related fields, resulting in fewer women than men in research. Women account for 30 
per cent of all researchers—an increase compared to previous decades but still far from parity. 

Progress in educational access has yielded improvements in adult literacy and educational at-
tainment. Illiteracy among youths has been eradicated in many regions of the world, and the vast 
majority of young women and men presently have basic reading and writing skills. However, an 
estimated 781 million people aged 15 and over remain illiterate. Nearly two thirds of them are 
women, a proportion that has remained unchanged for two decades. Illiteracy rates are highest 
among older people and are higher among women than men. At age 65 and over, 30 per cent 
of women and 19 per cent of men are illiterate. The vast majority of older persons are illiterate 
in Northern Africa, sub-Saharan Africa and Southern Asia, where gender gaps are also noted. 
As societies experience population ageing, it becomes increasingly important that literacy and 
other lifelong learning programmes enable women and men to become more self-reliant, work 
as long as desired and remain socially engaged at older ages.

Work

As a group, women work as much as men, if not more. When both paid and unpaid work such as 
household chores and caring for children are taken into account, women work longer hours than 
men—an average of 30 minutes a day longer in developed countries and 50 minutes in develop-
ing countries. Gender differentials in hours spent on domestic work have narrowed over time, 
mainly as a result of less time spent on household chores by women and, to a smaller extent, by 
an increase in time spent on childcare by men. 

Only 50 per cent of women of working age are in the labour force, compared to 77 per cent of 
men. The gender gap in labour force participation remains especially large in Northern Africa, 
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Western Asia and Southern Asia. Overall participation in the labour market is only slightly 
lower in 2015, compared to 1995. However, women and men aged 15 to 24 years have experi-
enced a decline in participation, which is likely linked to expanding educational opportunities 
at the secondary and tertiary levels. Older women aged 25 to 54 increased their labour force 
participation in most regions, while that of men in the same age group stagnated or declined 
slightly across regions. The proportion of women aged 55 to 64 in the labour force has risen in 
most regions, reflecting changes in the statutory retirement age and pension reforms.

Women are more likely than men to be unemployed or to be contributing family workers, which 
usually implies that they have no access to monetary income. In Oceania, sub-Saharan Africa 
and Southern Asia, between 30 and 55 per cent of employed women are contributing family 
workers, about 20 percentage points higher than men in the same regions. Women are also 
more likely than men to be employed part-time. However, while this can help them to better 
balance work, household and childrearing responsibilities, part-time jobs are often associated 
with lower hourly wages, less job security and less training and promotion opportunities than 
full-time employment. Women are also significantly underrepresented in decision-making po-
sitions such as legislators, senior officials and managers, but are overrepresented as domestic 
workers, positions that are characterized by low pay, long hours and lack of social protection. 
Across all sectors and occupations, women on average earn less than men; in most countries, 
women in full-time jobs earn between 70 and 90 per cent of what men earn. Many developed 
countries show a long-term decline in the gender pay gap, but the trend is mixed in recent years. 

Over the past 20 years, an increasing number of countries have adopted legislation providing 
maternity and paternity benefits, enabling workers to meet their responsibilities outside work. 
Over half of all countries currently offer at least 14 weeks of maternity leave and 48 per cent of 
countries have provisions for paternity leave. These measures, however, often exclude workers in 
specific sectors or categories of employment, such as paid domestic workers, own-account and 
contributing family workers, casual and temporary workers, and agricultural workers. 

Power and decision-making

Inequality between women and men tends to be severe and highly visible in power and decision-
making arenas. In most societies around the world, women hold only a minority of decision-
making positions in public and private institutions. Advances over the past two decades are 
evident in all regions and in most countries, but progress has been slow. 

Currently, only one in five members of lower or single houses of parliament worldwide is a 
woman. A few factors contribute to this blatant underrepresentation. Women are seldom leaders 
of major political parties, which are instrumental in forming future political leaders and in sup-
porting them throughout the election process. Gender norms and expectations also drastically 
reduce the pool of female candidates for selection as electoral representatives, and contribute to 
the multiple obstacles that women face during the electoral process. The use by some countries 
of gender quotas has improved women’s chances of being elected. Yet, once in office, few women 
reach the higher echelons of parliamentary hierarchies. 

Women are largely excluded from the executive branches of government. Female Heads of State 
or Government are still the exception, although the number has increased slightly (from 12 to 
19) over the past 20 years. Similarly, only 18 per cent of appointed ministers are women, and are 
usually assigned to portfolios related to social issues. Women are also underrepresented among 
senior-level civil servants, and seldom represent their governments at the international level. 

Women’s representation among corporate managers, legislators and senior officials remains low, 
with only about half of countries having shares of women in managerial positions of 30 per cent 
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or more, and none reaching or surpassing parity. The gender compositions of executive boards of 
private companies are nowhere near parity—meaning that the “glass ceiling” remains a reality 
for the vast majority of the world’s women.

Violence against women

Women across the world are subjected to physical, sexual, psychological and economic violence, 
regardless of their income, age or education. Such violence can lead to long-term physical, men-
tal and emotional health problems. Around one third of women worldwide have experienced 
physical and/or sexual violence by an intimate partner or sexual violence by a non-partner at 
some point in their lives. Intimate partner violence is the most common form of violence, peak-
ing during women’s reproductive years in both developed and developing countries. Prevalence 
declines with age but still persists among older women. In the most extreme cases, violence 
against women can lead to death; around two thirds of victims of intimate partner or family-
related homicides are women.

In the majority of countries, less than 40 per cent of the women who experienced violence 
sought help of any sort. Among those who did, most looked to family and friends as opposed 
to the police and health services. In almost all countries with available data, the percentage of 
women who sought police help, out of all women who sought assistance, was less than 10 per 
cent. Women’s reluctance to seek help may be linked to the widespread acceptability of violence 
against women. In many countries, both women and men believe that wife-beating is justified in 
certain circumstances. However, attitudes towards violence are beginning to change. In almost 
all countries with available information for more than one year, the level of both women’s and 
men’s acceptance of violence has diminished over time.

More than 125 million girls and women alive today have been subjected to female genital mutila-
tion across countries in Africa and the Middle East where this specific form of violence against 
women is concentrated. Prevalence tends to be lower among younger women, indicating a de-
cline in this harmful practice. However, it remains commonplace in a number of these countries, 
with overall prevalence rates of over 80 per cent.

Environment

Access to clean water and modern energy services has improved everywhere, but remains low in 
some developing regions, including Oceania, sub-Saharan Africa and Southern Asia. Poor ac-
cess to both of these services has a huge impact on health and survival, while also increasing the 
workloads of both women and men. About half of the population living in developing regions 
lack access to improved drinking water sources in their homes or on the premises, with the task 
of water collection falling mostly on the shoulders of women. In settings where women and men 
do not have equal access to health services, as in some parts of Asia, inadequate water, sanita-
tion and hygiene may result in more female than male deaths. Women in developing countries 
are also more exposed than men to indoor pollutants resulting from the use of firewood and 
other solid fuels, due to their role in cooking and caring for children and other family members. 

The impact of extreme climate events and disasters also has a gender dimension. Although lim-
ited, available data suggest that age and sex are significant factors in mortality resulting from 
natural disasters. Their contribution varies by country and by type of hazard. For instance, a 
higher risk of death among women than men was noted mainly in the context of recent tsunamis 
and heatwaves. Gender roles and norms can also play a role in the aftermath of disasters. In some 
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post-disaster settings, women’s access to work and their involvement in decision-making related 
to recovery efforts and risk-reduction strategies remain more limited than men’s. 

Environmental protection, and consequently sustainable development, require that both women 
and men become actively involved through day-to-day activities and are equally represented in 
decision-making at all levels. More and more people are engaging in environmental protection 
activities, including recycling and cutting back on driving to reduce pollution; women tend to 
be more involved than men, which is somewhat linked to the gender division of domestic labour. 
However women’s involvement in local and national policy formulation and decision-making 
in natural resources and environment management remains limited.

Poverty

Gender disparities in poverty are rooted in inequalities in access to economic resources. In many 
countries, women continue to be economically dependent on their spouses. Lower proportions 
of women than men have their own cash income from labour as a result of the unequal division 
of paid and unpaid work. In developing countries, statutory and customary laws continue to 
restrict women’s access to land and other assets, and women’s control over household economic 
resources is limited. In nearly a third of developing countries, laws do not guarantee the same 
inheritance rights for women and men, and in an additional half of countries discriminatory 
customary practices against women are found. Moreover, about one in three married women 
from developing regions has no control over household spending on major purchases, and about 
one in 10 married women is not consulted on how their own cash earnings are spent. 

Gender disparities in poverty are more visible with the diversification of family arrangements, 
including an increase in one-person households and one-parent families. Working-age women 
in developed and developing countries are more likely to be poorer than men when they have 
dependant children and no partners to contribute to the household income or when their own 
income is non-existent or too low to support the entire family. At older ages, women in devel-
oped countries are more likely than men to be poor, particularly when living in one-person 
households. The difference in poverty rates between women and men, including among lone 
parents with dependant children and among older persons, is narrowing in some countries 
while it remains persistent in others. This points to the need for social protection systems that 
take into account the emerging diversification of family arrangements.
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Moving forward on gender statistics 

Availability of data for gender analysis has increased

Relevant, reliable and timely gender statistics—cutting across traditional fields of statistics, in-
cluding education, health and employment as well as emerging ones, such as climate change—
are essential to understanding the differences between women and men in a given society. Such 
information is critical to policy- and decision-makers and to advancing progress towards gender 
equality. 

The World’s Women 2015 has benefited from the growing availability of gender statistics. Because 
more countries are conducting household surveys, in addition to regular population censuses, 
the majority of them can produce at present data disaggregated by sex for basic indicators on 
population, families, health, education and work. Many more surveys are presently available on 
critical areas such as violence against women: 89 countries collected data on this topic through 
household surveys during the period 2005–2014 compared to only 44 in the previous decade. 
Furthermore, gender statistics based on administrative records are becoming more widely avail-
able. For instance, statistics on women’s representation in lower or single houses of parliament 
are available for 190 countries in 2015, an increase from 167 countries in 1997. 

… yet major gaps still exist in terms of availability and comparability

Despite improvements over time, gender statistics are still far from satisfactory and many gaps 
exist in terms of data availability, quality, comparability and timeliness, even for basic indicators. 
For example, according to the latest data reporting at the international level, only 46 countries 
were able to provide reliable statistics on deaths disaggregated by sex, based on civil registra-
tion systems, at least once for the period 2011–2014. Less than half of all developing countries 
have information disaggregated by sex on labour force participation, unemployment, status in 
employment, and employment by occupation for at least two points over the period 2005–2014. 

Measuring gender equality in areas such as environment and poverty is even more challenging. 
Links between gender and environment have been assessed based on qualitative or small-scale 
quantitative studies and cannot be extrapolated to a whole society or across countries. House-
hold-level data on poverty, measured traditionally on the basis of either income or household 
consumption, do not account for the distribution of resources within households. Thus they do 
not allow for an assessment of poverty at the individual level, which is needed for the production 
of relevant gender statistics. 

The comparability of gender statistics at national and international levels is also problematic, 
mostly due to differences in sources, definitions, concepts and methods used to obtain the data. 
For example, the comparability of data on earnings is affected greatly by the data source used. 
Establishment surveys sometimes exclude workers in small enterprises and in the informal 
sector. Labour force surveys, although they cover all types of workers, have to rely on self-
reported wages, which may introduce reporting errors. Comparability of data is also affected 
by the concepts and methods used to produce them, including how questions are phrased. For 
instance, the way in which women are interviewed about violence may affect their willingness 
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and capacity to disclose their experience, undermining the quality of the data produced and 
also their international comparability. 

Even when information is collected, it is often not tabulated and disseminated  
to allow for meaningful gender analysis

Yet another shortcoming is the fact that the information collected is often not exploited suffi-
ciently for gender analysis. Data are frequently tabulated and disseminated in categories that are 
not relevant or are too broad to adequately reflect gender issues. For example, assessing gender 
segregation in the labour market is often hampered by the lack of employment data in detailed 
occupational categories. Another example of the underutilization of existing data relates to 
information collected through time-use surveys. Although data are most often collected by 
detailed categories of activities, published data on time use are often limited to broad categories 
only. Separate categories for time spent on collecting water and firewood, for example, are not 
often available, making it difficult to assess the impact of these specific activities on the work 
burden of women and men. 

New statistical standards and methods have been developed

New methodological guidelines have been produced by international organizations, with the 
aim to improve the availability, quality and international comparability of gender statistics. The 
most recent guidelines include the Handbook on Integrating a Gender Perspective into Statistics 
(2015); Guidelines for Producing Statistics on Violence against Women (2014); Methodological 
Guidelines for the Gender Analysis of National Population and Housing Census Data (2014); 
and the Handbook on Developing Gender Statistics: A Practical Tool (2010). Another ongoing 
effort, undertaken by the Evidence and Data for Gender Equality (EDGE) project, is developing 
methodologies to measure asset ownership and entrepreneurship from a gender perspective. The 
project is being implemented by the UN Statistics Division in collaboration with UN-Women. 
Furthermore, the International Labour Organization is developing statistical guidelines to col-
lect data on work. The guidelines reflect the definition adopted by the 2013 International Con-
ference of Labour Statisticians, encompassing all forms of work, including own-use production 
of goods and services, which is particularly relevant for gender analysis.

Another achievement towards the standardization of methods and harmonization of indicators 
is the 2013 agreement by the United Nations Statistical Commission to use the Minimum Set 
of Gender Indicators, consisting of 52 quantitative and 11 qualitative indicators, as a guide for 
national production and international compilation of gender statistics.

… but additional guidance is needed 

Statistical methods and gender statistics are still lagging behind in many subject areas includ-
ing: decision-making positions in local government and in the private sector; poverty based on 
individual-level data; the quality of education and lifelong learning; the gender pay gap; social 
protection measures, including pensions and unemployment benefits; universal health coverage; 
and the impact of natural disasters. Producing relevant, accurate and timely gender statistics 
remains a challenge for many countries. Initiatives to develop statistical standards and national 
capacity, particularly on integrating a gender dimension into official statistics, should therefore 
be undertaken on a priority basis. 



 xvii

Technical note

This sixth edition of The World’s Women: Trends and Statistics provides an update of the sta-
tistics and indicators on the situation of women and men around the world. It is a comprehen-
sive and authoritative compilation of existing data and a source of gender-specific information 
on eight topics: population and families, health, education, work, power and decision-making, 
violence against women, environment and poverty. Underlying data for all tables and charts 
presented in the chapters, as well as statistics at the country level are published online in the 
Statistical Annex available at http://unstats.un.org/unsd/gender/worldswomen.html.

Statistical sources

The statistics and indicators on women and men presented in the report are based mainly on 
data provided by the United Nations and other international organizations that compile data 
from national sources and/or estimate data in a comparable manner across countries. Addi-
tional regional and official national sources and, in a few cases, research-based data, were used 
to supplement the available data. The use of those additional sources was essential in areas of 
statistics where gender-sensitive concepts and methods of measurement and data collection are 
still being developed, such as, for example, power and decision-making in the corporate world 
and in the media.

Data presented in the report might differ from those available within countries. Although 
mostly drawn from official statistics provided by governments, data compiled by international 
organizations are sometimes further adjusted for international comparability. Indicators with 
missing values may also be filled by estimates from international organizations. In addition, 
countries may have more recent data than those available at the time of the analysis.  

Every effort has been made to fully cite and document the sources drawn on for the data pre-
sented in the publication. The statistics presented in previous editions of The World’s Women 
may not be comparable, due to revisions to data, changes in methodology and differences in 
the countries or areas covered and the regional groupings employed. As a result, trend analy-
sis based on data in different editions of The World’s Women should be avoided. The reader is 
strongly encouraged to consult the original sources since they usually contain comparable and 
regularly updated data. 

Countries, areas and geographical groupings

The World’s Women 2015 covers 197 countries or areas with a population of at least 100,000 as at 
1 July 2015, with the exception of the chapters on power and decision-making, violence against 
women and education, where countries or areas with a population of less than 100,000 have 
been included for selected indicators. The term “countries” refers to political entities that are 
independent States. The term “areas” refers to geographical entities that have no independent 
political status; an area is thus generally a portion of one or more independent States. In chapters 
1 to 8, tables and figures cover only countries or areas for which data are available. Similarly, in 
the online Statistical Annex, tables cover only countries or areas for which data are available.  
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For analytical purposes, countries or areas are grouped into developed and developing regions1. 
Developing regions are further classified into geographical regions or subregions, following the 
official Millennium Development Goals regional groupings2. In some cases, where indicated, 
regions may vary, depending on the grouping used by the international organizations providing 
the data and the statistical clustering of countries according to selected characteristics. For a full 
listing of countries or areas covered and the groupings used, see table at the end of the report. 

Global and regional aggregates and averages prepared by international and regional organiza-
tions are weighted averages of country data. Regional estimates computed by the United Nations 
Statistics Division from data at the country or area level are also weighted unless indicated oth-
erwise as unweighted in annotations to tables and figures. Unweighted averages are usually used 
when the availability of data for a particular indicator is limited.  In these cases, the number of 
countries or areas used to calculate regional averages is provided. 

Symbols and conventions 

•	 Two dots (..) indicate that data are not available or are not reported separately.

•	 A short dash (–) between two years (e.g. 2010–2015) indicates an average over the period 
unless otherwise stated. When the two-year period is followed by the words “latest avail-
able” in parenthesis (e.g. 2010–2013 (latest available)), this denotes that data refer to the latest 
available year in the given interval.

•	 A long dash (—) indicates magnitude nil or less than half of the unit employed.

•	 A point (.) indicates decimals. Thousands are separated by a comma (,) in numbers pre-
sented in the text and by a blank space ( ) in numbers presented in tables.

•	 A slash (/) between two consecutive years (e.g. 2005/06) indicates that data collection within 
a survey took place over a continuous period that covered a number of months within the 
two-year period.

•	 Numbers and percentages in tables may not always add to totals because of rounding.

1 Since there is no established convention for the designation of “developed” and “developing” countries or areas in the United 
Nations system, this distinction is made for the purposes of statistical analysis only.

2 United Nations Statistics Division, 2015. Millennium Development Indicators: World and regional groupings. mdgs.un.org/
unsd/mdg/Host.aspx?Content=Data/RegionalGroupings.htm (accessed 10 April 2015)
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Chapter 1

Population and families

Introduction

Population dynamics affect the lives of women 
and men everywhere. Declining fertility rates 
and increasing longevity have resulted in de-
creasing proportions of children and increas-
ing proportions of older persons in the world’s 
population. Women tend to outlive men, with 
the result that women outnumber men in older 
age groups. Subtle differences in the distribution 
of the population by sex have also emerged, start-
ing at birth and extending throughout the life 
cycle. The global sex ratio (that is, the number of 
boys and men relative to the number of girls and 
women) increased across almost all age groups, 
resulting in an increasing share of boys and men 
in the global population.

Changes in marriage patterns and fertility sug-
gest that, overall, women are becoming more 
independent, empowered and in control of their 
own fertility and lives. The age at marriage has 
increased, while fertility has declined in coun-
tries with high and medium fertility levels. Yet in 
many countries, child marriage and adolescent 

fertility persist and a large share of the demand 
for family planning goes unmet.

At the same time, families are becoming more 
diverse. One-person households and one-parent 
households are more common as patterns of 
marriage, unions and divorce shift. One-person 
households are more common because of popu-
lation ageing and changing norms related to in-
tergenerational relationships and family support. 
Some of the changes in living arrangements are 
not spurred by personal choices but by larger 
phenomena. For example, in countries greatly 
affected by the HIV epidemic and by conflict, 
women are at higher risk of becoming young 
widows and children of becoming orphans. Since 
women and men do not often have the same op-
portunities in education, employment and access 
to their own income (see other chapters of this 
report), changes in living arrangements can have 
a bearing on the overall differences in well-being 
between women and men.

Key findings

•	 There are about 62 million more men than women worldwide. In younger age groups, men out-
number women; in older age groups, women outnumber men.

•	 About half of all international migrants are women, but men migrants are dominant in developing 
countries, mostly those in Northern Africa, Oceania, and Southern and Western Asia.

•	 The age at marriage has increased for both women and men.

•	 Child marriage has declined; still, almost half of women aged 20 to 24 in Southern Asia and two 
fifths in sub-Saharan Africa marry before age 18.

•	 The average number of children per woman declined in countries with high and medium fertility 
levels but increased slightly in some countries with low fertility.

•	 Adolescent birth rates declined almost everywhere but are still high in many African and Latin 
American and Caribbean countries.

•	 Lone mothers with children constitute about three quarters of one-parent households.

•	 The proportion of women aged 45 to 49 who are divorced or separated is at least 25 per cent higher 
than that of men in the same age group.

•	 Widowhood is about three times higher among women aged 60 to 64 than among men in the 
same age group.

•	 The majority of older persons living in one-person households are women.
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Demographic changes are also the background 
against which many dimensions of life—includ-
ing health, education, labour and wealth—are 
being shaped. In fact, the mere distribution of the 
population across regions and countries largely 
determines the distribution of human capital, 
poverty and the burden of disease around the 
world. Therefore, any assessment of progress in 

the status of women vis-à-vis men needs to draw 
first on major demographic changes. This chap-
ter presents trends and current levels in popula-
tion composition by age and sex and migration 
in the first part; and marriage and unions, their 
dissolutions, fertility and living arrangements in 
the second part. Mortality is covered in the fol-
lowing chapter (see Chapter 2 on Health).

Box 1.1 
Gaps in gender statistics related to population and families

Population statistics are routinely collected 
through population and housing censuses, civil 
registration systems and/or nationally represent-
ative sample surveys. Population and housing 
censuses are the primary source of information 
on the size and composition of the population 
by age and sex, as well as on other demographic 
topics, including migration, fertility and mortal-
ity. Most countries conduct at least one popula-
tion census every 10 years.a For the 2010 census 
round (covering the decade 2005–2014), 21 coun-
tries or areas, covering 7 per cent of the world’s 
population, did not conduct a population census, 
a slight improvement over the previous census 
decade (1995–2004), when that number was 26. 

The availability of data based on household 
surveys has increased dramatically in the past 
two decades. For instance, the number of coun-
tries able to conduct Demographic and Health 
Surveys (DHS) or Multiple Indicators Cluster 
Surveys (MICS) increased from 99 (conducting 
189 surveys) in 1995–2004 to 113 (conducting 
241 surveys) in 2005–2014. These surveys play a 
crucial role in providing statistics on fertility and 
mortality in countries where the civil registration 
system is underdeveloped.b

The quality of data on age and sex can be af-
fected by the way the data are reported. Errors 
in the declaration of age are common.  In some 
cultural settings, skewed sex ratios at different 
ages can also occur as a result of underreporting 
or misreporting of the female population.c

Inconsistencies among various data sources 
can occur as a result of differences in data col-
lection operations, including sampling frames 
and questionnaires. For example, in a number of 
countries, the large variations in the marital sta-
tus of women over time can be explained only by 
differences in the data sources used. Recent re-
search has shown that, compared to population 

and housing censuses, some household sample 
surveys suffer from systematic “family bias”.  Mar-
ried women with children are more likely to be 
included in survey samples, while single women 
are almost systematically underrepresented.d  
Basic demographic indicators, such as the aver-
age age at marriage or the number of children 
per woman, vary when different data sources 
are used. 

Data on some demographic topics, such as on 
informal unions or births occurring outside of 
marriage, are less often collected. Only a lim-
ited number of countries collect and make data 
available on extramarital births. According to 
the World Fertility Report 2012,e only 91 countries 
reported data on extramarital fertility for the 
period 2000–2011, and only 64 have such data 
for the three periods, 1965–1989, 1990–1999 and 
2000–2011.

Migration is one of the topics where the lack 
of detail impedes analysis. Data on the reasons 
why people migrate are often not collected and, 
when they are, they may be limited to only one 
primary reason. Women may appear consider-
ably underrepresented in labour migration sta-
tistics since, although many of them work before 
and after migrating, they often cite the category 
of “marriage or family” as the reason for their 
migration. 

The availability of demographic data on refu-
gees, internally displaced persons and asylum 
seekers varies by categories of displaced popula-
tions. Data are more often available for refugees, 
particularly in countries where the United Na-
tions High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) 
is directly involved in data collection, using its 
dedicated refugee registration system. In 2013, 
data disaggregated by sex were available for 71 
per cent of the global refugee population.f 

a See: http://unstats.un.org/
unsd/demographic/
sources/census/census-
dates.htm (accessed Decem-
ber 2014). 

b See chapter on Health for 
availability and quality of 
vital statistics from civil reg-
istration systems.

c Goodkind, 2011; Spooren-
berg, 2013; Yi and others, 
1993.

d Hull and Hartanto, 2009; 
Kantorova, 2014; Spooren-
berg, 2014.

e United Nations, 2013i.
f UNHCR, 2014.
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A. Population

1. Population composition by age and sex

The world’s population in 2015 is estimated at 
7.3 billion people—1.6 billion more than two 
decades ago. Currently, 83 per cent of the global 
population (6 billion people) live in developing 
regions and that share is increasing. This has 
implications for the global distribution of hu-
man capital and poverty, as well as the burden of 
disease. The developed regions are home to the 
remaining 17 per cent (1.3 billion). The share of 
the world’s population living in developing re-
gions is as follows: an estimated 45 per cent are 
concentrated in Eastern and Southern Asia; 14 
per cent in Sub-Saharan Africa; and almost 9 
per cent each in South-Eastern Asia and Latin 
America and the Caribbean. Taken together, 
the remaining developing regions (the Caucasus 
and Central Asia, Northern Africa, Oceania and 
Western Asia) represent less than 7 per cent of 
the global population.1

The proportion of children is declining in most countries 
around the world

One of the most notable demographic changes 
in the past few decades has been the transition 
of the population to an older structure. Popula-
tion ageing—an increase in the share of people 
in older age groups and a reduction in the pro-
portion of children—is the result of a decrease 
in fertility and increased longevity. The global 
share of children aged 0 to 14 declined from 32 
per cent in 1995 to 26 per cent in 2015. The de-
cline is more pronounced in developed regions, 
but occurs in most countries around the world. 
Currently, the proportion of children in devel-
oped regions is low, at 17 per cent, compared to 
28 per cent in developing regions. One region 
with a low proportion of children is Eastern Asia 
(18 per cent), dominated by population dynamics 
in China and its long-standing one-child policy. 
At the other extreme, sub-Saharan Africa has the 
highest proportion of children in the population, 
at 43 per cent.2

1 United Nations, 2013a. 
2 Ibid.

Populations in many countries are ageing rapidly

The share of older people (aged 60 and over) in 
the global population has increased over time. In 
2015, the proportion is 12 per cent, compared to 
10 per cent in 1995, and is projected to increase 
to 21 per cent by 2050. The older population itself 
is also ageing, with the proportion of those aged 
80 or older projected to grow from 14 per cent in 
2015, to 19 per cent by 2050.3

Population ageing is taking place in all regions 
and countries, although each of them is at a dif-
ferent stage in the transition. In developed re-
gions, where the transition occurred earlier, the 
proportion of older persons is currently at 24 per 
cent. By comparison, in developing regions, the 
proportion is 10 per cent. Nevertheless, popula-
tion ageing is also occurring in developing re-
gions and at a faster pace than in developed ones. 
The same demographic shift experienced by de-
veloped regions is expected to take a shorter pe-
riod of time in developing regions.4 This means 
that countries in developing regions have much 
less time to put in place the infrastructure to 
address the needs of a rapidly expanding older 
population. A life-course approach to healthy 
and active ageing is becoming crucial. Continu-
ous participation in and contribution to society, 
including at older ages, can be supported by pro-
moting healthy behaviours at all ages, preventing 
and detecting chronic diseases early, encourag-
ing lifelong learning, and gradual retirement at 
older ages (see Chapters on Health, Education 
and Work).

Programmes and services targeted to older 
persons need to take into account the fact that 
women tend to live longer than men (figure 1.1). 
Once they reach age 60, women are expected to 
live for another 24 years in the developed regions 
and for another 20 years in developing regions. 
By comparison, men reaching age 60 are ex-
pected to live for another 21 years in developed 
regions and 18 years in developing regions.

3 Ibid.
4 United Nations, 2013l. 
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Changes in age structure have created a demographic 
window of opportunity for economic growth in many 

developing countries

The reduction in the share of children, at a time 
when the proportion of older persons is still rela-
tively low, opens a demographic window of oppor-
tunity for economic growth and social develop-
ment in developing countries.5 This is a favorable 
period during which the share of the dependent 
population (children and older persons) is going 
down, while the share of the working population 
(adults) is increasing. The dependency ratio (the ra-
tio of children and older population to the ratio of 
adults at working age) reached its minimum level in 

5 Pool, Wong and Vilquin (eds.), 2006; Vallin, 2005.

2015, but is projected to stay there for only 15 years.6 
Most developed countries already have large older 
populations, but many developing countries can 
benefit from this “demographic dividend”, with 
the appropriate economic and social policies and 
increased investments in human capital (education 
and health), particularly among children, adoles-
cents and youth. In this short window of opportu-
nity, women’s economic participation could make 
a big difference. Gender equality and women’s ac-
cess to the full range of economic opportunities can 
contribute to increased productivity and improved 
development outcomes for their children.

6 United Nations, 2013l. 

Figure 1.1 
Life expectancy at age 60 by sex, 1990–1995 to 2010–2015

Source: United Nations, World 
Population Prospects: The 2012 
Revision (United Nations, 2013a).

Note: Data presented by MDG re-
gions.
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Figure 1.2 
Surplus or shortage of men per 100 women by region, 1995 and 2015

Sex ratio

There are fewer women than men in the world and in 
some developing regions

In 2015, population projections estimate that 
there are 3.6 billion women and 3.7 billion men 
worldwide. In other words, women constitute 
slightly less than half of the global population 
(49.6 per cent). The ratio of males to females (sex 
ratio) indicates that there are 102 men for every 
100 women.7 Men outnumbered women by ap-
proximately 44 million in 1995 and by 62 million 
in 2015. This increase is the result of population 
growth and greater improvements in the survival 
rates of men compared to women. Within the 
same time period, the sex ratio increased by a 
very small margin (less than 0.5 per 100).8

Large variations in the ratio of men to women are 
found across the world, with some regions expe-
riencing a shortage of men and others a shortage 
of women (figure 1.2). Women outnumber men 
in developed regions and in three out of nine de-
veloping regions: the Caucasus and Central Asia, 
Latin America and the Caribbean, and South-
Eastern Asia. The surplus of women in absolute 
numbers is highest in developed regions and in 
Latin America and the Caribbean, at 36 million 
and 10 million, respectively. Over the past two 
decades, the relative shortage of men became 
smaller in developed regions and in the Cau-
casus and Central Asia, and increased in Latin 
America and the Caribbean (figure 1.2). Cur-
rently, the countries and areas with the relative 
largest shortages of men are Curaçao (82 men 
per 100 women), Latvia (84 per 100), Lithuania, 
Martinique and Ukraine (all 85 per 100) and the 
Russian Federation (86 per 100).9

Men outnumber women in Eastern Asia, South-
ern Asia, Oceania, and Western Asia (figure 1.2). 
The largest relative surplus of men is recorded 
in Western Asia, where estimates count 111 men 
for every 100 women. Eastern and Southern Asia 
also experience a surplus of men, with a sex ratio 
of 107 and 106, respectively. Three regions have 
the highest surplus of men in absolute num-
bers: 50.5 million in Eastern Asia (mainly due 

7 In a growing number of countries, a third gender has been 
officially acknowledged and included in official catego-
ries. Few countries have granted legal rights to persons of 
a third gender who choose not to be identified as either a 
woman or man.

8 United Nations, 2013a.
9 Ibid.

to China), 49.5 million in Southern Asia (mainly 
due to India), and 12.1 million in Western Asia 
(mainly due to Saudi Arabia and the United Arab 
Emirates). Over the past two decades, the relative 
surplus of men declined in Southern Asia and 
Oceania and increased in Eastern and Western 
Asia. The increase was particularly noteworthy in 
Western Asia, where the relative surplus of men 
doubled (figure 1.2). Countries with the highest 
observed ratio of men to women in the world are 
located in this region, including Qatar (324 men 
per 100 women), the United Arab Emirates (228 
per 100), Oman (188 per 100), Kuwait (148 per 
100) and Saudi Arabia (139 per 100). In absolute 
terms, countries with the largest surplus of men 
are China (52 million), in Eastern Asia, and India 
(43 million), in Southern Asia. The ratio of men 
to women and the surplus of men in these two 
most populous countries largely determine the 
surplus of men observed at the global level. In 
sub-Saharan and Northern Africa, the number 
of women and men is almost equal.10

10 Ibid.

Source: United Nations, World 
Population Prospects: The 2012 Re-
vision (United Nations, 2013a).

Note: Data presented by MDG re-
gions. 
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a. Sex ratio at birth

The sex ratio of a population is determined by 
the sex ratio at birth—the number of baby boys 
born for every 100 baby girls—and, after birth, 
by differences in female and male mortality and 
migration across age groups.

Currently, more baby boys are born than girls, 
a by-product of enduring natural selection pro-
cesses and one of the very rare constants in de-
mography. The biological level of the sex ratio at 
birth tends to be close to 105 boys per 100 girls, 
with a standard sex ratio at birth taken as be-
tween 103 and 107 boys per 100 girls, allowing 
for natural regional variations. In some popula-
tions, the sex ratio at birth exceeds the standard 
values. Sex-selective abortion, which is reflective 
of long-standing cultural preferences for sons, is 
a major explanatory factor.11

Globally, the sex ratio at birth for 2010–2015 
is 107 boys per 100 girls. Regional differences, 
however, are evident.12 In developed regions, a 
sex ratio at birth of 106 is observed, compared 
to 108 for developing regions. The largest im-
balances are recorded in Eastern Asia, with 115 
male births per 100 female births, followed by 
Southern Asia, with a sex ratio at birth of 109, 
Oceania13 at 108, the Caucasus and Central 

11 Attané and Guilmoto, eds., 2007; Bongaarts, 2013; Frost 
and others, 2013; Guilmoto, 2009; Jha and others, 2011.

12 United Nations, 2013a. 
13 Australia and New Zealand are not included in this re-

gion, but in developed regions.

Asia at 107, due to recent imbalances recorded 
in selected countries (Armenia, Azerbaijan and 
Georgia), South-Eastern Asia at 106, and both 
Latin America and the Caribbean and Western 
Asia at 105. With 104 boys born per 100 girls, 
sub-Saharan Africa is the region of the world 
with the lowest sex ratio at birth.

Increasing imbalances in sex ratios at birth are found in a 
number of countries

Over the past few decades, a number of coun-
tries and areas have displayed growing imbal-
ances in sex ratios at birth (figure 1.3), indicating 
that more parents are selecting the sex of their 
offspring in order to have at least one son. Cur-
rently, the highest sex ratio at birth is observed 
in China, where 116 boys are born for every 100 
girls. While higher than expected sex ratios at 
birth were initially found mostly in Asia, they 
have also been observed in Southern Europe in 
recent years, as well as among the South Asian 
diaspora living in developed countries.14 The sex 
ratio at birth varies by the birth order of the child 
and the sex of the preceding child(ren). In gen-
eral, the sex ratio at birth tends to increase with 
birth order and is more imbalanced in families 
without at least one son.15

14 Almond, Edlund and Milligan, 2013; Dubuc and Cole-
man, 2007; UNFPA, 2012.

15 Arnold, Kishor and Roy, 2002, p. 780; Guilmoto and Du-
thé, 2013; Meslé, Vallin and Badurashvili, 2007; UNFPA, 
2010, p. 17; World Vision and UNFPA, 2012, p. 82.

Figure 1.3 
Imbalanced sex ratios at birth in selected countries

Source  : United Nations, World 
Population Prospects: The 2012 
Revision (United Nations, 2013a).
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In some countries, son preference is declining. 
The experience of the Republic of Korea, for ex-
ample, suggests that the sex ratio at birth can 
potentially return to a biologically normal value. 
After reaching its peak around 1990–1995, the 
sex ratio at birth in that country progressively 
declined to expected levels by 2010. Changes in 
social norms and societal development driven 
by increases in education, together with legisla-
tion against sex-selective abortions, are among 
the main forces driving the reversal of the trend 
in the sex ratio at birth.16 In contrast, in India, 
while sex-selective abortions have been techni-
cally illegal since 1996, the law has had little ef-
fect so far on the sex ratio at birth.17

b. Sex ratio across age groups

Among younger age groups, there are more boys and men 
than girls and women; the opposite is true among groups 

of older persons

After birth, biology favours women. The slight 
male advantage in numbers at birth progressively 
disappears during childhood and young adult-
hood, owing to a generally higher male (com-
pared to female) mortality at all ages (see chapter 
2 on Health). An equal balance in the numbers of 
women and men is reached during adulthood. At 
the global level, there are more men than women 
up to age 50 (figure 1.4). After that age, when higher 
mortality rates for men compared to women con-
tinue to be observed, the share of women increases 
rapidly. Globally, the sex ratio is 95 men per 100 
women in the 60 to 64 age group, but declines to 
70 per 100 in the 80 to 84 age group, and to 45 per 
100 in the 90 to 94 age group.

Some populations depart from this global pat-
tern due to specific sex differences in mortality 
and migration. In developed regions, the balance 
in the numbers of women and men is reached 
around age 40, whereas in the developing regions 
it is around age 55 (figure 1.4). The difference be-
tween the two regions is mainly explained by the 
higher than expected sex ratio at birth and the 
lower than expected mortality for boys compared 
to girls in developing regions, particularly among 
children under age 5. Eastern and Southern Asia 
are extreme examples of this pattern. Unlike other 
regions, Eastern and Southern Asia have higher 

16 Chung and Das Gupta, 2007.
17 Jha and others, 2011.

sex ratios not only among children and youth, but 
also among older adults. In these two regions, the 
number of women equal that of men only around 
age 65.

The lower proportion of women across all age 
groups in Eastern and Southern Asia relative to 
other regions may be a measure of the inequali-
ties faced by women at all stages of the life cycle. 
The term “missing women,” coined by Amartya 
Sen18 and used extensively in the literature since 
then, refers to the high sex ratios observed in 
some Asian countries, such as China and India, 
compared to those found in developed countries 
(and in many countries in developing regions). In 
other words, the number of “missing women” is 
the number of additional women that would be 
found if these countries had the same sex ratios 
as areas of the world in which women and men 
received the same treatment and care. The higher 
mortality of women compared to other countries 
with similar overall levels of mortality and similar 
epidemiological conditions is an indicator of the 
neglect of girls and gender inequality. The sex ratio 
at birth (as shown above) and the relatively higher 
female mortality in childhood (see Chapter 2 on 
Health) play a key role in explaining the lower than 
expected numbers of women in some countries. 
More recent research points out that the “miss-
ing women” phenomenon can also be explained 
by premature deaths among women in later age 
groups.19

Among the other developing regions, Western 
Asia has the most distinct demographic profile, 
characterized by a much higher number of men 
than women at adult working ages, peaking in 
the 35 to 39 age group (figure 1.4). Western Asia 
also has the largest percentage of international mi-
grants among its population and the only region 
where international migration has a significant 
impact on the sex ratio at adult ages. Large scale 
male-dominant labour migration to many West-
ern Asian countries has brought the sex ratio of the 
adult population to unusually high levels. Inter-
national migrants constitute nearly a third of the 
male population between the ages of 25 and 44 in 
that region. For women, the share of international 
migrants in the total female population in Western 
Asia is one in seven (figure 1.7).

18 Sen, 1992. 
19 See, for example, Anderson and Ray, 2010; World Bank, 

2011; Milazzo, 2014.
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Compared to 20 years ago, the ratios of men 
to women across all age groups have changed 
slightly at the global and regional levels (figure 
1.4). The slightly higher number of boys relative 
to girls recorded in 2015, compared to 1995, is in-
dicative of the influence of Eastern and Southern 
Asia on world population dynamics. The increase 
is mainly explained by an increased sex ratio at 
birth over the past 20 years in a few countries (fig-
ure 1.3) in these two regions, as well as slightly 
faster improvements in boys’ survival rates com-
pared to girls’ in these and other regions.

The ratio of men to women among older per-
sons also increased (figure 1.4), due to a greater 
increase in the chance of survival to older ages 
among men than among women. Over the past 
20 years, the number of men living beyond age 
60 increased faster than the number of women, 
with a proportionate decline of women in older 
age groups. The increase in the ratio of men to 
women at older ages occurred mainly in devel-
oped regions, but also in some developing re-
gions, including the Caucasus and Central Asia, 
Eastern Asia and Northern Africa (see Statistical 

Annex).20 The opposite trend has been observed 
in Southern Asia. The unusually high ratio of men 
to women at older ages observed in 1995, declined 
considerably over the past 20 years. Nevertheless, 
the ratio remains the highest among all regions 
in 2015.

Despite gains in survival among men, including 
at older ages, women continue to constitute the 
majority of older persons in all regions, represent-
ing 54 per cent of those aged 60 and over, and 62 
per cent of those aged 80 and over in 2015 (figure 
1.5). They outnumber men at older ages in both 
developing and developed regions, but the devel-
oping regions count proportionally less women 
at older ages. The lowest proportion of women 
among older persons and in the oldest age group 
is found in Southern Asia (52 per cent and 55 per 
cent, respectively) and Eastern Asia (51 per cent 
and 58 per cent, respectively). This is the result of 
sex imbalances that begin at birth and continue 
throughout life.

20 Available at able at http://unstats.un.org/unsd/gender/
worldswomen.html.

Figure 1.4 
Age-specific sex ratio in population, world and selected regions, 1995 and 2015

Source: United Nations, World 
Population Prospects: The 2012 
Revision (United Nations, 2013a).

Note: Horizontal line (-) indi-
cates an equal number of men to 
women. Shaded areas distinguish 
children, adults and older persons. 
Data presented by MDG regions.
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2. Migration, refugees and internally 
displaced persons

Migration can offer an empowering opportunity 
for women and men seeking better education, 
job opportunities and improved living condi-
tions. Gender roles and attitudes acquired in 
the country of origin are often challenged and 
changed among migrants as they integrate into 
new communities. Such roles and attitudes may 
also shift in the families and communities left 
behind.21 Women migrants in particular may 
become more empowered as they learn a new 
language and skills, take paid employment that 
secures their access to financial resources, and 
become familiar with new norms regarding 
women’s rights and opportunities. Women left at 
home as their husbands migrate may also experi-
ence changes in their roles and assume greater 
decision-making power and autonomy.22

21 United Nations, 2006.
22 Ibid.

Migration has complex social and economic 
impacts in communities of origin and destina-
tion. In communities of origin, the emigration of 
highly educated and skilled individuals, often re-
ferred to as the “brain-drain”, can negatively im-
pact social development and economic growth.23 
In some contexts, this type of emigration is 
more pronounced among women than men. For 
instance, emigration rates among highly edu-
cated women from developing regions to OECD 
countries (member States of the Organisation 
for Economic Co-operation and Development) 
are higher than those of highly educated men in 
about half the countries with available data.24

Migration often results in remittances, which 
are an important source of income for many 
families in developing countries. In 2013, offi-
cially recorded remittance flows to developing 
countries reached $404 billion, far exceeding of-
ficial development assistance.25, 26 Remittances 
have an important role in keeping households 
out of poverty, including female-headed house-
holds. In some sub-Saharan African countries, 
for instance, the lower poverty rate among 
female-headed households, compared to male-
headed households, is partially attributed to re-
mittances received (see Chapter 8 on Poverty). 
Remittances have other gender dimensions 
as well. Some studies have shown that women 
migrants tend to remit more of their income to 
their families than male migrants.27

The effect of international migration on women 
and men in their new destination often depends 
on whether the rights of migrants are protected 
and if migrants and their families are integrated 
into society. A number of global, regional and 
national instruments dealing specifically with 
migrant rights have been adopted. However, in-
struments protecting the rights of migrant work-
ers and their families28 have been ratified by less 

23 Ibid.
24 Widmaier and Dumont, 2011.
25 World Bank, 2014.
26 Official development assistance stood at $135 billion in 

2013. United Nations, 2014c.
27 United Nations, 2006.
28 The 149 ILO Convention concerning Migration for 

Employment (No. 97) was ratified by 49 States as at 1 
December 2013; the 1975 ILO Convention concerning 
Migrations in Abusive Conditions and the Promotion 
of Equality of Opportunity and Treatment of Migrant 
Workers (Supplementary Provisions) (No. 143) was rati-
fied by 23 States; the 1990 International Convention on 
the Protection of the Rights of All Migrant Workers and 
Members of their Families was ratified by 47 States; and 
the 2011 ILO Convention concerning Decent Work for 

Figure 1.5 
Share of women among older persons 
(aged 60 and above) and among those aged 80  
and over by region, 2015

Source: United Nations, World Population Prospects: The 2012 Revi-
sion (United Nations, 2013a).

Note: The vertical line (-) indicates the same number of women and 
men. Data presented by MDG regions.
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than one quarter of all UN Member States. For 
instance, the 2011 International Labour Organi-
zation Convention concerning Decent Work for 
Domestic Workers, a category of workers domi-
nated by women, was ratified by only 10 member 
States as at the end of 2013. By comparison, in-
struments to combat human trafficking have been 
ratified by more than three quarters of States.29

International migration

Adult men are more likely than adult women to migrate 
internationally

Globally, the number of international migrants 
reached an estimated 232 million in 2013, up 
from 175 million in 2000, and 154 million in 
1990.30 The proportion of international migrants 
in the global population has changed little, from 
2.9 per cent in 1990 to 3.2 per cent in 2013.31 The 
sex composition of the migrant stock has re-
mained relatively stable over time. With 111 mil-
lion women migrants compared to 120 million 
men migrants, women constituted 48 per cent of 
total international migrants in 2013, compared 
to 48.8 per cent in 1990.32

Domestic Workers (No. 189) was ratified by 10 States. 
Source: United Nations, 2013k. 

29 United Nations, 2013k.
30 United Nations, 2013b.
31 United Nations, 2013k.
32 United Nations, 2013b.

In developed regions, women migrants repre-
sent slightly more than half (52 per cent) of the 
international migrant stock (figure 1.6), a propor-
tion that has been relatively stable over the past 
20 years (51 per cent in 1990).33 In developing 
regions, women’s share in the international mi-
grant stock is lower, declining from 46 per cent 
in 1990 to 43 per cent in 2013. Nevertheless, in 
some developing regions, women are more than 
half of international migrants, including in Latin 
America and the Caribbean, the Caucasus and 
Central Asia and Eastern Asia. In regions with 
an established history of immigration, such as 
the developed regions and Latin America and the 
Caribbean, the larger share of women in the mi-
grant stock is partially the result of the longer life 
expectancy of women than men migrants who ar-
rived decades earlier.34 In the remaining develop-
ing regions, including, Northern Africa, Oceania, 
sub-Saharan Africa, Southern Asia and Western 
Asia, men’s share among international migrants is 
higher than women’s (figure 1.6). In Western Asia, 
women constitute the smallest share (34 per cent) 
of the international migrant stock.

Migration plays a role in the age and sex com-
position of the population in some regions and 
countries. In developed regions, the interna-
tional migrant stock represents an estimated 11 
per cent of the population. As shown in figure 
1.7, the proportion of migrants in the population 
is higher in the working age groups, particularly 
ages 30 to 44. While the effect on the age struc-
ture of the host population is considerable, there 
is no effect on the sex ratio in the population, 
since the proportion of women and men mi-
grants in the total population of the developed 
regions is similar (figure 1.7).

In developing regions, where less than 1.6 per 
cent of the population is composed of interna-
tional migrants, the potential effect of inter-
national migration on the age structure of the 
population is less prominent than in developed 
regions (figure 1.7). However, the effect on the 
sex ratio at adult ages is more pronounced than 
in the developed regions, since men dominate 
the international migrant stock in developing 
regions. The difference is particularly significant 
between ages 25 and 44, as the share of migrant 
men in the population is 1.5 times higher than 
the share of migrant women.

33 Ibid.
34 United Nations, 2013k.

Figure 1.6 
Share of women and men in international migrant stock by region, 2013

Source: Computed based on 
United Nations, Trends in Interna-
tional Migrant Stock: The 2013 Re-
vision (United Nations, 2013b).
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Among developing regions, Western Asia has the 
largest proportion of international migrants due 
to strong demand for migrant workers in its oil-
producing countries.35 It is also the region with 
the highest impact of international migrants on 
the age and sex composition of the population. 
There, international migrants are almost a third 
of the male population between the ages of 25 
and 44. However, although, the share of inter-
national migrants in the total female population 
does not reach such levels, almost one in seven 
women between the ages of 25 and 44 is an in-
ternational migrant.

35 Birks, Seccombe and Sinclair, 1988; Fargues, 2011; Far-
gues and Brouwer, 2012; Kapiszewski, 2006; United Na-
tions, 2013m. 

In Europe, men are more likely to migrate for work, while 
women migrate mostly for family reasons

The two major reasons for migration, namely, 
family formation and/or reunification and labour 
migration, play different roles in the migration of 
women and men. For instance, as shown in figure 
1.8, for first residence permits granted in Euro-
pean countries, migration for work in developed 
countries is still dominated by men. For women 
and children, migration for family reasons is 
predominant. However, it should be noted that 
women also migrate in high numbers for work, 
and men for family reasons. Migration for edu-
cational reasons is prevalent more often among 
young women than young men. Nevertheless, 
these statistics on officially recorded reasons for 
migration refer only to the first residence permit. 
Migration is a dynamic and complex process, 
and many women and men entering the host 
country for family or educational reasons may 
later shift from one category to another. Even if 
many women are categorized administratively as 
family migrants, like men, they nevertheless seek 
better living conditions and improved prospects 
for their children, including through individual 
access to paid employment.

Gender-specific labour demands in receiving 
countries stimulate the extent of labour migra-
tion of women and men. This is the case, for ex-
ample, in the demand for domestic workers and 
nurses in developed regions, or demand for work-
ers in the oil and construction industries in West-
ern Asia. Gender norms and stereotypes in both 
countries of origin and destination, reinforced 
by formal education and training programmes, 
define jobs such as domestic workers and nurses 
as more suitable for women, and jobs in the oil in-
dustry or construction as more suitable for men.36

Labour market integration can be particu-
larly challenging for women migrants. Many 
women are often ineligible for social benefits 
and mainstream support as they enter the host 
country under the family reasons category, and 
if their partners also work. Integration is usu-
ally particularly difficult for women migrants 
in countries where the employment of women 
is generally low.37 Nevertheless, migrant women 
still have more work opportunities than in their 
countries of origin, and tend to be more inte-

36 OECD, 2014; United Nations, 2006; Widmaier and Du-
mont, 2011.

37 OECD, 2014.

Figure 1.7 
International migrant stock by age and sex  
as a percentage of the male and female total 
population in 2013

Source: Computed based on United Nations, Trends in International 
Migrant Stock: The 2013 Revision (United Nations, 2013b).

Note: Data presented by MDG regions.
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grated into the labour market of developed 
countries of destination than women from the 
same country who did not migrate.38

Internal migration

Migration within countries is more common 
than international migration. In 2005, an es-
timated 763 million people living within their 
country of birth were residing outside the region 
of their birth, and 229 million people were liv-
ing in a different region than they were five years 
earlier.39 Overall, the proportion of persons mi-
grating internally is higher in developed than in 
developing regions.40

Among young age groups, internal migration in some 
developing regions is dominated by women

Similar age and sex patterns of recent internal 
migration41 are observed in both developed and 
developing regions (figure 1.9). Internal migra-
tion is mainly concentrated among young adults, 

38 Widmaier and Dumont, 2011. 
39 United Nations, 2013j. 
40 Ibid.
41 Recent internal migration is measured based on census 

information on residence five years ago.

and slightly more so for women than for men. In 
developing regions, internal migration peaks at 
younger ages than in developed regions, due to 
earlier age at first marriage, less years of school-
ing and earlier entry into the labour market. 
However, the reasons associated with internal 
migration among younger people may differ be-
tween the sexes. In developing regions, for ex-
ample, adolescent boys tend to have higher rates 
of migration for work and education than girls.42 
While marriage is the reason for migration for 
a high proportion of adolescent girls, the situ-
ation varies in some contexts.43 After peaking 
at the young adult years, internal migration in 
both developed and developing regions declines 
across all ages.

Refugees and internally displaced persons

By the end of 2013, 51.2 million individuals—
including 16.7 million refugees, 33.3 million 
internally displaced persons (IDPs) and 1.2 
million asylum-seekers (having pending refu-
gee status)—were forcibly displaced worldwide 
as a result of persecution, conflict, generalized 
violence or human rights violations. In 2013, the 
three countries contributing most to the total 
number of refugees under UNHCR’s mandate 
were Afghanistan (2.56 million), the Syrian 
Arab Republic (2.47 million) and Somalia (1.12 
million).44 Developing countries hosted 86 per 
cent of the world’s refugees. The largest numbers 
of refugees were hosted by Pakistan, the Islamic 
Republic of Iran and Lebanon.

Women and girls account for 49 per cent of 
the global refugee population. Women repre-
sent more than half of the refugees in all sub-
regions of sub-Saharan Africa, except Southern 
Africa. Wide variations are found in the share 
of women among refugees. Among countries 
with over 1,000 refugees and complete coverage 
of data disaggregated by sex, the proportion of 
women range from 15 per cent in Israel, to 56 per 
cent in Rwanda. Women are underrepresented 
among asylum seekers (38 per cent in 2012).45 
On the other hand, stateless persons and return-
ees to their countries of origin46 are more often 
women.

42 Temin and others, 2013.
43 Ibid.
44 UNHCR, 2014. 
45 UNHCR, 2013. 
46 Ibid. 

Figure 1.8 
Numbers of people granted first residence permits by age, sex and reason, 
European countries, 2013

Source: Eurostat, First Permits by reason, age, sex and citizenship (accessed July 2014).

Note: Computed based on data on residence permit issued to a person for the first time. A residence permit is 
also considered a first permit if the time gap between the expiration of the old permit and the validation of the 
new permit issued for the same reason is at least 6 months, irrespective of the year the permit is issued. Four 
types of residence permits are covered in the data: family reasons, education, remunerated activities and other. 

0

10,000

20,000

30,000

40,000

50,000

60,000

70,000

0–
4

5–
9

10
–1

4

15
–1

9

20
–2

4

25
–2

9

30
–3

4

35
–3

9

40
–4

4

45
–4

9

50
–5

4

55
–5

9

60
–6

4

65
–6

9

70
–7

4

75
+

Age group 

Women - Education 

Men - Education 

Women - Family reasons 

Men - Family reasons 

Women - Remunerated activities

Men - Remunerated activities



Population and families 13

Refugee and internally displaced women and girls 
are at special risk of violence and exploitation, 
partly because they often lack decision-making 
power. Violence against women—including rape, 
forced impregnation, forced abortion, trafficking, 
sexual slavery and the intentional spread of sexu-
ally transmitted infections, including HIV—is one 
of the defining characteristics of contemporary 
armed conflict (see Chapter 6 on Violence against 
women). Women’s vulnerability to rape and sex-
ual assault continues during the flight from their 
homes, crossing of the border and at the place of 
destination, as well as in refugee camps or collec-
tive centres. At their final destination, women and 
girls may face other difficulties. For example, they 
may lack individual identity documents, be side-
lined in decisions concerning the administration 
of the camps and in the formulation and admin-
istration of assistance programmes. Returning 
refugees and internally displaced women, par-
ticularly widows, may face more difficulties than 
men in reclaiming property in post-conflict situ-
ations, and may be excluded from reconstruction 
and rehabilitation activities. 47

B. Families
1. Marriage and other unions

For many people, marriage is the first step in 
beginning a new life. However, in many coun-
tries—representing a variety of social, cultural, 
legal and political systems—less formal unions 
form the basis of family life. Included in the cat-
egory of “other unions” used in this chapter are 
informal consensual unions and civil unions 
based on cohabitation and polygyny (when a 
man takes more than one wife).

Age at marriage

Women and men are marrying at later ages

Women and men around the world are marry-
ing at later ages, reflecting increases in education 
levels, later entry into the labour force, chang-
ing norms about formal marriage and informal 
unions based on cohabitation, and increased 
economic independence and empowerment for 
women. Women continue to marry a few years 
earlier than men (figure 1.10). Currently at the 
global level, women marry at age 25 on average, 

47 United Nations, 2006; UNFPA, 2006; UNHCR, 2011; 
UNHCR, 2012. 

Source: Computed based on IPUMS data. IPUMS-International, 2014. 

Note: Unweighted averages. Regional average based on: four coun-
tries in sub-Saharan Africa; 12 countries in Latin America and the Car-
ibbean; five countries in Asia; and six countries in developed regions. 
Internal migration is measured based on census information on resi-
dence in a different administrative unit five years ago.
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Figure 1.9 
Percentage distribution of internal migrants by age 
and sex (according to the place of residence five 
years ago), 2000–2010 (latest available)
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while men marry at age 29, about 1 year later for 
both compared to two decades ago.48

Age at first marriage has increased in most re-
gions, except in Latin America and the Carib-
bean and the Caucasus and Central Asia. It has 
been the highest and has increased the most in 
developed regions, where women marry at age 
29 on average and men at age 31. The age gap be-
tween spouses also declined the most, reaching 
2.4 years, the lowest among all regions. These 
trends in developed regions show increased simi-
larity between women and men in patterns of age 
at first marriage in a context of wider educational 
and employment opportunities for both of them. 
Increasingly, both women and men also tend to 
spend a period of time in an informal union be-
fore formalizing a relationship into marriage.49

Women continue to marry at the youngest ages 
in Southern Asia and sub-Saharan Africa. Cur-
rently, for women in these regions, age at mar-
riage averages 21 and 22 years, respectively, some 
7 to 8 years earlier than in developed regions, 
while men on average marry at age 26 and 27, re-
spectively—4 to 5 years earlier than in developed 
regions. In contrast, women and men in North-
ern Africa marry the latest among developing re-
gions, at age 27 and 31, respectively. There, men 
marry at similar ages with men in developed re-

48 Global and regional averages are unweighted (that is, 
the averages do not take into account the size of national 
populations) and are based only on available data for a 
region.

49 OECD, 2011. 

gions, while women marry two years earlier than 
women in those regions.

The age gap between spouses narrowed slightly in some 
regions and increased in others

For women, marrying at a young age tends to be 
associated with a wider age gap between spouses, 
often resulting in greater inequality. Women 
who marry older men at a young age may be dis-
advantaged in family decision-making, includ-
ing on issues related to sexual and reproductive 
health. They are also at greater risk of domestic 
violence and early widowhood.50 The age gap 
between spouses remains the widest in sub-
Saharan Africa (on average, men are 4.8 years 
older than their wives) and Southern Asia (men 
are an average of 4.3 years older). In the past two 
decades, the age gap between spouses narrowed 
slightly, by a few months, in four regions of the 
world: Northern Africa, Southern Asia, Western 
Asia and the developed regions. Meanwhile, in 
Latin America and the Caribbean and Eastern 
and South-Eastern Asia, the difference between 
the male and female average age at marriage in-
creased, also by a few months.51

Child marriage

The prevalence of child marriage is high in many countries, 
particularly in Southern Asia and sub-Saharan Africa

Child marriage, defined as a formal marriage or 
informal union before age 18, is a fundamental 
violation of human rights. Yet, marriage before 
age 18 is not allowed by law, with or without pa-
rental consent, in only 10 out of 45 developed 
countries with available information, and 35 
out of 129 developing countries with available 
information.52 Girls are more likely to marry at 
a young age than boys. Moreover, girls are often 
married to older men, sometimes making it dif-
ficult for them to exercise their decision-making 
power within the household and partnership, in-
cluding on issues related to reproductive health. 
Child marriage among girls can result in early 
pregnancy—placing the health and very survival 
of mothers and their babies at risk. Child brides 
are also more likely to experience domestic vio-
lence and social isolation, and typically have 

50 UNICEF, 2014a.
51 Unweighted averages calculated by UNSD based on 

United Nations, 2013d and United Nations, 2014b.
52 Minimum Set of Gender Indicators, 2015.

Figure 1.10 
Average age at first marriage by sex and region, 2005–2012 (latest available)

Source: United Nations, World 
Marriage Data 2012 (United Na-
tions, 2013d), updated using United 
Nations, Demographic Yearbook 
Database (United Nations, 2014b) 
accessed September 2014.

Note: This figure presents the 
singulate mean age at marriage 
(SMAM), which is interpreted as 
the number of years lived single 
among those who ever married by 
age 50. The diagonals correspond 
to the indicated age difference be-
tween spouses. Data presented by 
MDG regions.

17 

19 

21 

23 

25 

27 

29 

31 

33 

35 

37 

19 21 23 25 27 29 31 33 35 37 

Av
er

ag
e 

ag
e 

at
 m

ar
ria

ge
 (M

en
) 

Average age at marriage (Women) 

Northern Africa 
Sub-Saharan Africa 

Latin America and the Caribbean 
Eastern Asia 

Southern Asia 
South-Eastern Asia 

Western Asia 
Oceania 

Caucasus and Central Asia 
Developed regions 

8 y  6 y. 4 y. 2 y. 

0 year



Population and families 15

limited opportunities for education, a career and 
vocational development.53

Globally in 2010, an estimated 26 per cent of 
women aged 20 to 24 were married before age 
18; this is only 5 percentage points lower than in 
1995.54 Women who married before age 15 ac-
counted for most of the decline. Between 1995 and 
2010, the proportion of women aged 20 to 24 who 
married before age 15 declined from 12 per cent 
to 8 per cent.55 The prevalence of child marriage 
remains highest in Southern Asia and sub-Saha-
ran Africa (figure 1.11). In Southern Asia, 44 per 
cent of women aged 20 to 24 were married before 
age 18 and 16 per cent before age 15. The corre-
sponding figures for sub-Saharan Africa were 40 
per cent and 12 per cent, respectively.

Among the 113 countries with available data, 42 
have a prevalence rate of child marriage of more 
than 30 per cent, including 8 countries with 
prevalence rates exceeding 50 per cent (Bangla-
desh, Burkina Faso, Central African Republic, 
Chad, Guinea, Mali, Niger, and South Sudan). 56

Informal and civil unions

Informal unions everywhere are on the rise

While marriage remains the traditional path to 
establishing a family, other forms of union also 
exist, including consensual unions or unions 
based on cohabitation. While these relationships 
are usually recognized by society, they are not 
necessarily formalized through civil unions and/
or a legal contract, and are often not registered as 
unions in statistical sources. Many women and 
men in informal unions categorize themselves as 
“single” in censuses or surveys and are not listed 
as “married” or “in union” in datasets that look 
at marital status. Furthermore, in many coun-
tries, informal unions are not included as an op-
tion in census or survey forms. It is important to 
note that women in informal consensual unions 
may be disadvantaged relative to women in legal 
marriages, especially with respect to financial 
commitments in cases of separation.

In Latin America and the Caribbean, the propor-
tion of women living in consensual unions has 
increased continuously, reaching high levels in 

53 UNICEF, 2014a.
54 Ibid.
55 Ibid.
56 Data based on UNICEF, 2014b. 

most countries of the region (figure 1.12). For ex-
ample, in Uruguay, the 2011 census revealed that 
42 per cent of women aged 25 to 29 years were 
living in consensual unions, versus 16 per cent 
recorded in the 1996 census. Consensual unions 
are dominant among young persons in many 
other countries of the region. The proportion of 
women aged 25 to 29 living in consensual unions 
is more than 40 per cent in 8 out of 18 countries 
with available trend data.

In sub-Saharan Africa, consensual unions are 
generally less common, but are increasing in the 
majority of countries in the region. Some coun-
tries such as Burundi, Cabo Verde and Uganda 
have witnessed a sharp increase in the prevalence 
of consensual unions (figure 1.12). Currently, 
more than 30 per cent of women aged 25 to 29 
are living in consensual unions in 4 out of 16 
countries with available trend data (Botswana, 
Cabo Verde, Gabon and Uganda). In contrast to 
Latin America and the Caribbean and sub-Sa-
haran Africa, informal unions are far less com-
mon across Asia, reaching, at most, 10 per cent 
of women aged 25 to 29.

In Europe, cohabitation is common, whether as a prelude 
to marriage or as a stable alternative to it

In some European countries, cohabiting part-
ners can enter a civil union in order to legalize 
their relationship without marrying. Cohabiting 
unions are more often found among younger 

Figure 1.11 
Proportion of women aged 20 to 24 who married before ages 15 and 18, 2005–2012 
(latest available)

Source: UNICEF, State of the World’s Children 2014 in Numbers: Every Child Counts. Personal communication 
(UNICEF, 2014b).

Note: Data presented by MDG regions.
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people, particularly couples without children. 
For instance, in 2007, the proportion of women 
with no children in a cohabiting union was, on 
average, 63 per cent at around age 20, 38 per 
cent at around age 30, and 23 per cent at around 
age 40. Among women with children, the cor-

responding proportions were 28 per cent, 14 per 
cent and 7 per cent.57

Large regional variations in cohabitation are 
found across Europe. Generally, the proportion 
of women aged 20 to 34 in a cohabiting union 
is higher in Northern and Western European 
countries than in Eastern and Southern Euro-
pean countries (figure 1.13). Denmark and Fin-
land account for the largest proportion of women 
aged 20 to 34 in a cohabiting relationship. In con-
trast, the lowest proportions of women aged 20 
to 34 in such relationships are found in Malta, 
Poland and Slovakia.

57 Eurostat, 2010. 

Figure 1.12 
Proportion of women aged 25 to 29 years in consensual union, Latin America and 
the Caribbean and sub-Saharan Africa

Source: United Nations, World Marriage Data 2012 (United Nations 2013d), updated using United Nations,  
Demographic Yearbook Database (United Nations, 2014b) accessed September 2014.

Figure 1.13 
Proportion of women aged 20 to 34 cohabiting, 
European countries

Source: OECD Family Database, Table SF3.3. Cohabitation rate and 
prevalence of other forms of partnership (OECD, 2013b).

Note: Data refer to those who have formalized their relationship 
through a civil union and/or legal contract and those who have not 
registered their relationship (but report their cohabiting status in cen-
suses and other relevant surveys). In most countries, cohabitation re-
fers to relationships between men and women, but same sex partner-
ships can be included in a few countries.
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Polygyny

Being in a polygynous union—meaning that a 
man has more than one wife—affects many as-
pects of a woman’s life. Polygynous unions tend 
to be associated with wider age gaps between 
wives and husbands,58 lower contraceptive use 
and high fertility.59 There is also evidence that 
child survival is lower for children of polygynous 
unions.60 In general, polygyny is more prevalent 
in rural areas, among poorer households and less 
educated women. For example, an analysis of data 
for 34 countries in sub-Saharan Africa shows that 
the prevalence of polygyny among women with 
no education is twice as high as among women 
with secondary or higher education.61

Polygyny is still prevalent in some sub-Saharan African 
countries

Polygyny is common in some countries in sub-
Saharan Africa, particularly West Africa (figure 
1.14). Around 2010, more than a third of women 
aged 15 to 49 in that region were married to men 
who had more than one wife. In Guinea, for in-
stance, almost half of the women aged 15 to 49 
were in polygynous unions. Nevertheless, the 
proportions of women in polygynous relation-
ships have been declining faster in West Africa 
than in any other sub-region of sub-Saharan 
 Africa. Outside of sub-Saharan Africa, polygyny 
is found in a few countries in Latin America and 
the Caribbean, Northern Africa, and in South-
ern, South-Eastern and Western Asia. Yet, in 
these regions, the prevalence of polygyny reaches 
about 5 to 7 per cent, with the exception of Haiti, 
where 16 per cent of women were in polygynous 
unions in 2012, versus 20 per cent in 2000. 62

58 Barbieri and Hertrich, 2005; Antoine, 2006.
59 Barbieri and Hertrich, 2005.
60 Amey, 2002; Omariba and Boyle, 2007; Smith-Greena-

way and Trinitapoli, 2014.
61 DHS, 2014. 
62 Ibid.

Figure 1.14 
Proportion of women aged 15 to 49 years in polygynous unions, selected African 
countries with available data

Source: Data from the Demographic and Health Surveys (DHS) Program STATcompiler (DHS, 2014).
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2. The dissolution of unions

Divorce

Women are more likely than men to be divorced or separated

Divorce or separation can have multiple disrup-
tive and lasting consequences not only for both 
partners, but also for children and other depend-
ent family members.63 Women are less likely 
than men to re-marry after a divorce, and often-
times find themselves in more vulnerable social 
and economic situations.

In most countries with available data, the pro-
portion of women aged 45 to 49 who are divorced 
or separated is at least 25 per cent higher than 
the proportion of men who are divorced or sepa-
rated (figure 1.15). Overall, the disparities be-
tween women and men in this regard are higher 
in developing than in developed regions. How-
ever, large variations are found across countries 
within each region, both in terms of the preva-
lence of divorce or separation and the gender 
disparities associated with them.

An increasing number of women are divorced or separated

Divorce is on the rise globally. The percentage of 
divorced or separated women in Latin America 
and the Caribbean and in the developed regions 
has increased. In the developed regions, over 17 
per cent of women aged 45 to 49 on average are 
divorced or separated, while in Latin America 
and the Caribbean, the prevalence is about 16 
per cent. However, these regional figures hide 

63 See, for example, Härkönen, 2014; Bernardi and Radl, 
2014.

large variations among countries. For example, 
among developed countries, the prevalence of 
divorced or separated women aged 45 to 49 in 
the Czech Republic (24 per cent) and Lithuania 
(22 per cent) is more than twice that of women 
in Japan (8 per cent) and Slovenia (10 per cent).

In sub-Saharan Africa, the prevalence of divorce 
or separation is generally lower, but is increas-
ing, with large variations among countries. In 
some countries of the region, the proportions of 
divorced or separated women have reached levels 
comparable to those observed in developed re-
gions, as well as in Latin America and the Carib-
bean. For example, in Gabon and Uganda, more 
than 20 per cent and 17 per cent of women aged 
45 to 49, respectively, are currently divorced or 
separated.

The prevalence of divorce remains low in Asia 
and Northern Africa compared to other regions 
of the world. In the latter region, the proportions 
of divorced or separated women aged 45 to 49 
have been increasing very slowly during the past 
20 years and currently stand at about 5 per cent. 
Large variations are found across Asia, with three 
broad regional patterns emerging: an East Asian 
pattern characterized by increasing divorce rates 
(for example, the proportion of women aged 45 
to 49 in the Republic of Korea who are divorced 
or separated has almost tripled between 1995 
and 2015); a Southeast Asian pattern character-
ized by declining divorce rates until recently; and 
a South Asian pattern with relatively stable and 
low divorce rates.64

Widowhood

Widowhood is about three times higher among women 
aged 60 to 64 than among men of the same age

Among persons aged 60 to 64, widowhood is 
about three times more common among women 
than men (figure 1.16). This is a direct result of 
the higher survival rates among women than 
men and the lower probability of women than 
men remarrying after the death of their spouse. 
Widowhood among women of this age group 
is most prevalent in developing countries, par-
ticularly in some parts of Asia and sub-Saharan 
Africa, where mortality levels are higher, women 
often marry older men, and remarriage after the 
death of a male spouse is less common than in 
other regions.

64 Dommaraju and Jones, 2011.

Figure 1.15 
Proportion of divorced or separated women and men aged 45 to 49 years,  
2000–2011 (latest available)

Source: United Nations, World 
Marriage Data 2012 (United Nations, 
2013d), updated using United Na-
tions, Demographic Yearbook Da-
tabase (United Nations, 2014b) and 
Demographic and Health Survey 
(DHS) Program, data from STATcom-
piler (DHS, 2014).

Note: The diagonals correspond 
to the indicated difference be-
tween female and male propor-
tions. Countries in Asia and North-
ern Africa are not displayed due to 
the low proportions of women and 
men divorced or separated in those 
regions.
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The highest levels of widowhood (above 40 per 
cent among women aged 60 to 64) are found in 
some sub-Saharan African countries, especially 
in those countries that experienced political 
events such as conflicts (for example, in Burundi, 
Rwanda and Sierra Leone), as well as those with 
high HIV prevalence (such as Lesotho, Malawi 
and Zimbabwe). In addition, given the level of 
polygyny in the region (as shown earlier), when 
a man passes away it is usual that two or more 
women would become widows.

Early widowhood has increased for women in countries 
afflicted by conflict and HIV

One of the results of the conflicts and HIV epi-
demics that have plagued many sub-Saharan 
African countries is early female widowhood. 
For example, in Lesotho and Zimbabwe—two 
countries with a high prevalence of HIV, women 
became widows at significantly younger ages in 
the early 2000s than in the 1990s (figure 1.17). In 
countries with high HIV prevalence, an increase 
in widowhood in the early 2000s is consistent 
with the 10-year time lag in mortality that fol-
lowed the peak of the HIV epidemics in the mid-
1990s. In Zimbabwe, the proportion of widows 
in the 30 to 34 age group tripled between 1992 
and 2002. As for the impact of conflict on wid-
owhood, data for Rwanda show that as a result 
of the civil war and genocide in the early 1990s, 
the proportion of widowed women aged 30 to 34 
increased nearly sixfold between 1991 and 2002.

The prevalence of widowhood in Asia has also 
been relatively high compared to other regions. 
The most recent available data for countries in 
the region show widowhood prevalence levels of 
over 40 per cent among women aged 60 to 64 
in Indonesia, Mongolia and Pakistan. In the lat-
ter two countries, widowhood levels among men 
aged 60 to 64 were also considerably higher than 
in other countries in the region.

The prevalence of widowhood at age 60 to 64 
is lowest in countries of the developed regions, 
where in general it has been steadily declining, 
mainly due to improvements in survival rates 
almost everywhere.65 However, a few excep-
tions are found, especially in some countries of 
Eastern Europe such as Belarus, the Republic of 
Moldova, the Russian Federation and Ukraine, 

65 Trends in prevalence of widowhood among women aged 
60 to 64 are presented in the Statistical Annex at http://
unstats.un.org/unsd/gender/worldswomen.html.

Figure 1.16 
Proportion of widowed  among persons aged 60 to 64, by sex, 2000–2013  
(latest available)

Sources: United Nations, World 
Marriage Data 2012 (United Na-
tions 2013d), updated using United 
Nations, Demographic Yearbook 
Database (United Nations, 2014b) 
and IPUMS-International (IPUMS-
International, 2014).
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Figure 1.17 
Early female widowhood in countries with high HIV prevalence or conflicts

Source: United Nations, World 
Marriage Data 2012 (United Na-
tions 2013d) and IPUMS-Interna-
tional (IPUMS-International, 2014).

Note: Grey-shaded areas and ar-
rows indicate the increase in  wid-
owhood between censuses.
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where, among women, it did not decline and 
even increased slightly due to negative trends 
in male mortality, 66 and in the Caucasus and 
Central Asia, where it has not changed among 
women over the past two decades, mainly due to 
persistently high male mortality rates.67 In Latin 
America and the Caribbean, the prevalence of 
widowhood among women aged 60 to 64 is rela-
tively low, similar to developed regions, and a 
general declining trend is observed.

3. Fertility

Almost all aspects of women’s and men’s lives 
are touched by decisions about how many chil-
dren to have and when to have them. A number 
of factors influence how parenthood unfolds, 
including age at marriage, educational and em-
ployment opportunities available to women and 
men, their access to family planning, gender 
roles and expectations, and the overall social and 
economic context in which they live. All of these 
factors have undergone changes over the past 
two decades, as shown in the following Chapters 
of this report (see in particular the chapters on 
Education and Work). Parenthood models also 
shift as women’s and men’s roles in the family 
and society change. Although such changes are 
often slow, women are increasingly involved in 
decision-making in the public sphere (see Chap-
ter 5 on Power and decision-making), while men 
are participating more in the raising of children. 
At the same time, men’s rights to parental ben-
efits are being addressed in a growing number of 
countries (see Chapter 4 on Work).

Globally, in 2010–2015, the total fertility rate 
reached 2.5 children per woman, compared to 3 
children in 1990–1995 (figure 1.18). In developed 
regions, the total fertility rate reached its lowest 
point in 1995–2000, but in 2010–2015, it returned 
to the level observed 20 years earlier of 1.7 chil-
dren per woman. In Europe, women have the 
fewest children, less than 1.6 children per woman 
on average in 2010–2015. The average number of 
children per woman has been increasing slightly 
in that region, however, after reaching its lowest 
level in the late 1990s and early 2000s.

66 Grigoriev, 2012; Meslé, 2004; Shkolnikov and others, 
2004.

67 Becker and Urzhumova, 2005; Duthé and others, 2014; 
Guillot, Gavrilova and Pudrovska, 2011; Guillot and oth-
ers, 2013; Sharygin and Guillot, 2013.

Eastern and Southern Europe are the sub-re-
gions of the world with the lowest fertility level 
(less than 1.5 children per woman in 2010–2015). 
In the late 1990s and early 2000s, women in East-
ern Europe had less than 1.3 children on average. 
In the developed regions, many women and men 
desire a small number of children and choose to 
have them at later ages. The rising enrolment of 
women in higher education has resulted in an 
upward shift in the mean age at childbearing,68 
from 27 years in 1980–1985 to above 29 years in 
2010–2015.69 In that regard, the recent upturn in 
fertility observed across countries in developed 
regions can be explained by a decline in the pace 
of fertility postponement in recent years.70

In the developing regions, the average number 
of children per woman declined by 0.7 children, 
to reach 2.7 in 2010–2015. Despite a decline of 
more than one child on average over the past 20 
years, sub-Saharan Africa is still by far the re-
gion where women have the largest number of 
children—4.6 in 2010–2015. Within that region, 
the total fertility rate varies from less than 2.5 in 
Southern Africa to more than 5.6 in Central and 
West Africa.71

Not all childbearing is intended, and millions 
of women around the world who would like to 
delay or stop it do not use any method of con-
traception. In many countries, a gap—called the 
unmet need for family planning—exists between 
contraceptive use and the desire of women to 
have children. Worldwide, 145 million women 
of reproductive age who are married or in union 
had an unmet need for family planning in 2014, 
increasing to 219 million if women using tra-
ditional contraceptive methods are included.72 
This unmet need is especially high (more than 
one in four women who are married or in union) 
in sub-Saharan Africa and in countries where 
fertility is high73 (see Chapter 2 on Health).

The satisfaction of women’s unmet family plan-
ning needs is important, especially since it ena-
bles women and men to decide freely on the 
number, timing and spacing of their children. 
Unmet need for family planning also has a con-
siderable impact on population numbers. It is es-
timated that if the current unmet need for fam-

68 Ní Bhrolcháin and Beaujouan, 2012.
69 United Nations, 2013h.
70 Bongaarts and Sobotka, 2012.
71 United Nations, 2013h.
72 United Nations, 2013f.
73 United Nations, 2013d.
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ily planning was satisfied over the next 25 years 
at an accelerated pace (compared to historical 
trends) in 97 developing countries (excluding 
China), the total population would be about 562 
million less people in 2050 than what current 
trends suggest.74

Adolescent birth rate

Despite a general decline, the adolescent birth rate  
is still high in a number of countries

Reducing the adolescent birth rate (births among 
women aged 15 to 19) is essential for improving 
the sexual and reproductive health of women 
and, ultimately, the social and economic well-
being of adolescents. Over the past 20 years, the 
decline in the adolescent birth rate was almost 
universal (figure 1.19), but progress has slowed in 
recent years and adolescents in many countries 
still experience high birth rates. This is especially 
the case in a number of countries in sub-Saharan 
Africa and in Latin America and the Caribbean. 
Angola, Mali and Niger had adolescent birth 
rates of above 170 births per 1,000 girls aged 15–
19 years in 2010–2015. Adolescent fertility also 
remained high (at around 100 births per 1,000 
girls in 2010–2015) in some countries in Latin 
America and the Caribbean (Dominican Repub-
lic, Guatemala and Nicaragua). High adolescent 

74 Moreland and Smith, 2012.

birth rates are generally related to early marriage, 
unintended pregnancy, unsatisfied demand for 
family planning and school dropout.75

Births outside marriage

Marriage and fertility are becoming increasingly 
delinked. More people currently get married 
after having children or have children without 
getting married. In countries where informal 
unions are socially acceptable, extra-marital fer-
tility is common, while in other countries such 

75 United Nations, 2013g.

Figure 1.18 
Average number of children per woman, by region, 1990–1995 to 2010–2015

Source: United Nations, World Population Prospects: The 2012 Revision (United Nations, 2013a).

Note: Data presented by MDG regions.
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Figure 1.19 
Adolescent birth rate by country and region, 1990–1995 and 2010–2015

Source: United Nations, World 
Population Prospects: The 2012 Re-
vision (United Nations, 2013a).
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unions are slowly becoming more socially ac-
ceptable than in the past. Trend data, based on 
64 countries, show that the share of extra-marital 
births has been increasing since the 1970s, and 
there is currently a larger variation in the preva-
lence of extra-marital fertility across countries.76

The countries and areas with the highest preva-
lence of extra-marital fertility in 2000–2011 are 
in Latin America and the Caribbean: French 
Guiana (87 per cent), Jamaica (85 per cent), Pan-
ama (83 per cent), Venezuela (83 per cent) and 
Colombia (80 per cent).77 In comparison, the few 
countries with available data in Asia show very 
low levels of births outside of marriage. Extra-
marital fertility is also becoming more common 
in OECD countries. The share of children born 
outside marriage tripled, from 11 per cent in 
1980 to almost 33 per cent in 2007. The rate is 
particularly high among Nordic countries, with 
Iceland, Norway and Sweden having more births 
outside of marriage than within. By contrast, ex-
tra-marital fertility is rare in countries where the 
cohabitation rate is also low, as in Greece, Japan 
and the Republic of Korea.78

Childlessness

Childlessness is increasing in almost all regions

Whether by choice or not, many women re-
main childless throughout their reproductive 
lives. Over the past few decades, the prevalence 
of childlessness (measured as the proportion of 
women aged 45 to 49 who have never had a child) 
has been generally on the increase worldwide. 
Childlessness reaches about 3 per cent in set-
tings with low prevalence of contraceptive use, 
where large families are generally considered 
desirable, and where marriage or union tends to 
be early and universal.79 In the past, higher levels 
of childlessness have been associated with some 
sexually transmitted infections. For example, in 
the 1970s and earlier, the prevalence of childless-
ness in sub-Saharan Africa declined due to suc-
cess in reducing sexually transmitted infections. 
However, more recently, it is increasingly linked 
to later age at marriage, the proportion of women 
who never marry, postponement of childbearing 

76 United Nations, 2013i.
77 Ibid.
78 OECD, 2011. 
79 Bongaarts and Potter, 1983.

to older and less-fecund ages, and the deliberate 
choice not to have children.

In recent years, the highest levels of childlessness 
were found in developed regions (figure 1.20). In 
some countries in these regions (Finland, Ire-
land and Spain), nearly one in five women are 
childless at the end of their reproductive lives. 
In contrast, childless women aged 45 to 49 are 
generally less common in developing regions. 
Among developing regions, countries in Latin 
America and the Caribbean have some of the 
highest proportions of childless women; how-
ever, childlessness does not exceed 15 per cent in 
any country. In countries of sub-Saharan Africa, 
the proportions of childless women are lower, at 
less than 10 per cent, and are increasing only 
slightly. Low proportions of childlessness are 
also generally recorded throughout Asia, where 
less than 10 per cent of women aged 45 to 49 are 
childless. Still, childlessness is quickly gaining 
ground in some Asian countries (such as Singa-
pore, Thailand and the Republic of Korea), where 
the proportions of childless women have more 
than doubled between 1990 and 2010. The Cau-
casus and Central Asia is the only region of the 
world where childlessness has stagnated or has 
even declined in recent years. Indeed, this trend 
was observed mainly in Central Asia and should 
be interpreted in the context of recent fertility 
increases in the region.

4. Living arrangements

Living arrangements are also changing. Declin-
ing fertility rates, increasing age at first marriage 
and the increasing prevalence of divorce and 
never marrying are leading to smaller families, 
one-parent families and one-person households 
made up of young people. Living arrangements 
for young women and men are influenced by dif-
ferences in education and employment opportu-
nities, as well as gender differences in the norms 
and expectations related to starting a family. As 
a result, women tend to make the transition from 
childhood to adulthood at an earlier age than 
men. For instance, in European countries on av-
erage, half of women move away from home by 
age 24, live with a partner by age 26, and have a 
child by age 30. In comparison, half of men move 
away from home by age 26, live with a partner by 
age 29 and have a child by age 34.80

80 Eurostat, 2010.
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As young adults, men are more likely than women 
to live alone

In 40 countries with available data,81 women 
represent less than half of young people (aged 
15 to 29) living in one-person households. How-
ever, large variations are found among regions 
as well as countries within the same region. 
Among developing regions, the share of women 
aged 15 to 29 in one-person households is low-
est in sub-Saharan Africa. It is slightly higher in 
Latin America and the Caribbean as well as in 
Asia, where some countries, including Cambo-
dia, Kyrgyzstan and Viet Nam, are getting very 
close to parity. In developed regions, the share of 
women among young people living alone is high 
in all countries with available data, ranging from 
40 per cent in Ireland to 49 per cent in France, 
Hungary and Portugal.

The proportion of women and men living in 
one-person households is expected to increase in 
older age groups as well, since the proportion of 
the population who never marry is rising slightly. 
At the global level, 6 per cent of women aged 45 
to 49 had never married or entered into union 
in the 1990s; this proportion increased to 9 per 
cent between 2000 and 2011.82 The increase was 
larger in developed regions (from 7 per cent to 12 
per cent), compared to developing regions (from 
6 per cent to 8 per cent). Among developing re-
gions, the share of women who never married or 
lived in union varies widely—from 6 per cent or 
less in Asia, Northern Africa and sub-Saharan 
Africa to 16 per cent in Latin America and the 
Caribbean.

Lone mothers make up more than three quarters  
of one-parent households

With the increase in divorce and separation and 
in the share of children born outside marriage, 
one-parent households (households in which 
children are raised by only one parent) are more 
common in many countries in both developing 
and developed regions.83 Around 2010, the pro-
portion of one-parent households in countries 
with available data ranged from 4 per cent in 
Albania to 20 per cent in Latvia.

81 Based on data from IPUMS-International, 2014.
82 Averages computed by UNSD on the basis of United Na-

tions 2013i. Data series for 105 countries.
83 United Nations, 2014b.

In about three quarters of cases, the lone parent 
is the mother. This is usually related to the fact 
that mothers are awarded custody of children. 
The share of lone mothers is relatively stable, 
with a possible slight decline between 2000 and 
2010, indicating that an increasing proportion of 
children live with their fathers or in joint cus-
tody. The mother and child(ren) of lone-mother 
households are likely to face challenging social 
and economic circumstances. Lone mothers, for 
example, are more likely to be poorer than moth-
ers living with a partner and poorer than lone 
fathers (see Chapter 8 on Poverty).

Children’s living arrangements are also changing 
as a result of changes in marriage and fertility 
patterns. The majority of children—both girls 
and boys—continue to live in households with 
both parents, however, an increasing propor-
tion of children live in less traditional forms of 
households. For instance, the proportion of chil-
dren in one-parent households has increased in 
most countries with available data, particularly 
in developed regions and Latin America and the 
Caribbean.84 Currently, in OECD countries, 73 
per cent of children under age 18 live with two 
married parents, and an additional 11 per cent 
live with two cohabiting parents, 15 per cent live 
with one parent, and 1 per cent with neither par-
ent.85 In developing regions, living arrangements 
for children are slightly different. In sub-Saharan 
Africa, for example, a region with a high propor-

84 United Nations, 2014d.
85 OECD, 2011. 

Figure 1.20 
Percentage of childless women aged 45 to 49 years, around 2000 and after 2005

Sources: Computed by UNSD, 
based on Demographic Yearbook 
Database (United Nations, 2014b) 
and IPUMS-International (IPUMS-
International, 2014).

Note: No adjustment (for exam-
ple, using the El-Badry method) 
was made to the data.
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tion of orphans (often due to HIV and conflict) 
and fostered86 children, only 59 per cent of chil-
dren live with both parents, while 25 per cent live 
with one parent. The remaining 16 per cent, most 
of whom are fostered children, do not live with 
either of their parents.87

At older ages, women and men live more inde-
pendently than before, often alone or as a cou-
ple without younger generations present in the 
household. This trend is largely the result of de-
mographic ageing, increasing financial security 
and shifting family norms.88 Living arrange-
ments at older ages are different for women and 
men, particularly in developed regions, and mari-
tal status is a major determinant of such arrange-
ments. As shown earlier, in most countries there 
are more widows than widowers. Older women 
are more likely than older men to survive their 
spouses since women have lower mortality rates 
and tend to marry men that are a few years older. 
Older women are also less likely than men to re-
marry after their spouse dies. Men, on the other 
hand, are more likely than women to be in a mari-
tal union. The proportion of people in a marital 
union in 2005–2008 was 80 per cent among men 
aged 60 years and over and 48 per cent among 
women of the same age.89 Other factors contrib-
ute to the living arrangements of older persons. 
In some societies, social norms on intergenera-
tional relationships and family support prescribe 
that younger generations provide for their parents 
in old age. Such norms have changed in many 
countries, particularly when large proportions of 
older persons have access to their own pensions 
and income, and there are fewer children and 
grandchildren to provide support.

86 Fostering refer to sending children to live with relatives 
or other persons that are not biological parents while at 
least one of their parents is alive.

87 Unweighted averages for 30 countries based on the latest 
available DHS data over the period 2015–2013 (accessed 
January 2015).

88 United Nations, 2013l. 
89 Ibid.

At older ages, women are more likely than men to live in 
one-person households

Globally, older women are more likely than older 
men to live in one-person households (19 per cent 
versus 11 per cent, respectively) and less likely 
than men to live with a spouse and no children 
(22 per cent versus 29 per cent, respectively). 

Figure 1.21 
Proportion of persons aged 60 and over living alone, 
by sex, selected countries with available data

Source: Computed by UNSD based on IPUMS-International (IPUMS-
International, 2014). Note: The percentages indicate the percentage 
of women or men living alone among the female and male population 
aged 60 and over.
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Living arrangements differ greatly between de-
veloped and developing regions. Overall in de-
veloped regions, older persons are more likely to 
live independently of younger family members. 
The differences in living arrangements between 
women and men are also wider in developed 
regions. The proportion of older persons living 
alone is 33 per cent for women and 16 per cent for 
men, and the proportion of older persons living 
with a spouse and no children is 37 per cent for 
women and 58 per cent for men. In developing 
regions, living arrangements for older persons 
are similar between women and men.90

90 Ibid.

Figure 1.21 presents the proportions of women 
and men aged 60 years and over living alone 
in selected countries with data available. In 
many countries, the proportions of women in 
that group living alone are higher compared to 
men of the same age. Wide variations are found 
across regions and countries in the proportion 
of women of this age living alone. In Switzer-
land, for example, it is close to 40 per cent, while 
among their counterparts in Burkina Faso, in 
sub-Saharan Africa, it is less than 2.5 per cent.
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Chapter 2

Health

Introduction

Good health is a fundamental human right and 
a necessary precondition for individual and soci-
etal development. It is defined as a state of com-
plete physical, mental and social well-being and 
not merely the absence of disease or infirmity.1

The differences in the health of women and men 
everywhere are determined by three interrelated 
factors: development, biology and gender. Each 
of these factors contributes to distinct health tra-
jectories for individuals throughout the life cycle.

Development, understood as the development 
of health systems, but also of improved access to 
water, sanitation and transportation infrastruc-
ture, provides the overall context for the burden 
of disease. While the shift in the composition of 
the global health burden towards non-commu-
nicable diseases has been achieved in developed 
regions, communicable diseases, along with ma-
ternal, nutritional and neonatal conditions, con-
tinue to take a heavy toll in some developing re-
gions, particularly sub-Saharan Africa, Oceania 

1 WHO, 1946.

and Southern Asia. Universal health coverage, 
which refers to systems in which all people have 
access to adequate health care without financial 
hardship and in an equitable manner, has been 
instituted in only some developed countries.2 Its 
prioritization in developing regions is likely to 
be based on each country’s epidemiological con-
ditions, demographics, economic resources and 
current state of the health system.3

Biology determines the health needs and vul-
nerabilities specific to women and men. It is one 
of the main factors behind men’s increased risk 
for a number of health problems, their higher 
mortality (starting from day one and extend-
ing throughout their lives), and their shorter 
life expectancy. However, medical and techno-
logical improvements over several decades are 
extending the lives of both men and women. In 
the case of women, maternal and reproductive 
health needs are increasingly being addressed 
through improved health systems and the de-
livery of services.4 For example, complete cover-

2 WHO and World Bank, 2014.
3 Boerma and others, 2014.
4 United Nations, 2014a.

Key findings

•	 Life expectancy over the past 20 years has risen for both sexes—reaching 72 years for women and 
68 years for men in 2010–2015. The gender gap tends to widen as life expectancy increases.

•	 Health conditions related to pregnancy and childbirth, combined with HIV/AIDS, are the leading 
cause of death among young women aged 15 to 29 in developing regions, mainly due to the heavy 
toll of these deaths in sub-Saharan Africa.

•	 Maternal health has improved considerably over the years, yet in Southern Asia and sub-Saharan 
Africa only half of pregnant women have adequate care during childbirth.

•	 Injuries top the list of causes of death among young men aged 15 to 29 in developing and devel-
oped regions, and among young women aged 15 to 29, in developed ones.

•	 The prevalence of tobacco smoking is higher among men than women in all regions.

•	 The prevalence of diabetes and obesity has increased for both sexes, and current levels of obesity 
are higher for women than for men.

•	 Breast and cervical cancers are the most common cancers affecting women.

•	 Men are at a higher risk than women of the same age of dying from cardiovascular disease, but 
more women than men die from the disease since they tend to live longer.
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Box 2.1 
Gaps in gender statistics on health

Many of the indicators used in health and dis-
ease monitoring programmes have internation-
ally agreed definitions. However, not all countries 
collect or provide quality data disaggregated by 
sex and/or age.

Over the years, the availability and quality of 
many health indicators have improved, but large 
gaps remain—mostly related to data quality. 
Mortality indicators, for example, require good 
quality data (that is, data that are complete and 
accurate) on births and deaths by age, sex and 
cause. Such data are produced on a regular ba-
sis by most countries with well-functioning civil 
registration systems. Many countries, however, 
lack a civil registration system with national cov-
erage. For example, 95 out of a total of 195 coun-
tries lack complete death registration, where 
"complete death registration” means that 90 per 
cent or more of all deaths are recorded. Almost 
half of those countries are in sub-Saharan Africa; 
the rest are in Asia, Latin America and other parts 
of Africa.a Furthermore, complete civil registra-
tion systems do not always translate into reli-
able and timely vital statistics. According to the 
latest information available at the international 
level, only 46 countries are able to provide reli-
able death statistics by sex at least once for the 
period 2011–2014.b

When reliable data from civil registration systems 
are not available, other sources such as popula-
tion censuses or household surveys are used 
to estimate mortality statistics. However, these 
sources come with their own limitations. Mor-
tality data obtained from censuses and surveys 
are infrequent and may suffer from sampling 
and enumeration errors. They are often subject 
to misreporting (for example, on age or cause of 
death) or underreporting (of births or deaths), 
which can lead to inconsistencies across data 
sources for the same country and period.c

The International Classification of Diseases (ICD) 
is the standard classification used to monitor the 
incidence and prevalence of diseases and other 

health problems, maintained by the World Health 
Organization (WHO). The current version, ICD-10, 
endorsed by the Forty-third World Health Assem-
bly in May 1990, came into use by WHO member 
States starting in 1994.d Although this interna-
tionally agreed system is used in more than 100 
countries to report mortality by cause of death, 
issues of data coverage and quality are common, 
with wide variations among and within regions. 
A 2007 studye showed that only 118 of 193 mem-
ber countries, corresponding to 75 per cent of the 
world’s population, reported cause-of-death data 
to WHO at least once over the period 1996–2005. 
Regional coverage was 100 per cent for Europe 
but only 6 per cent for Africa. Furthermore, out 
of 118 countries, only 31 of them, representing 
13 per cent of the global population, produced 
high-quality data on causes of death.f

Reliable data on maternal mortality are also dif-
ficult to obtain and usually have to be estimated 
because of the poor quality of national data.g 
Even in developed countries with well-function-
ing civil registration systems, maternal deaths 
may be underreported for a number of reasons. 
These include: misclassification of the ICD coding 
and undetected or unreported pregnancy (more 
common in deaths in the early stages of preg-
nancy, the later postpartum period, or among 
either very young or old pregnant women). Such 
underreporting occurs even more frequently in 
countries with deficient civil registration systems 
and where data on maternal mortality come from 
surveys and population censuses.h

While data availability has improved over the 
past 20 years, major gaps in health data remain.i 
At the core of efforts to address these gaps must 
be the strengthening of birth and death registra-
tion systems, including the production of reliable 
cause-of-death data. Also essential are the imple-
mentation of household surveys covering prior-
ity health areas, the disaggregation by sex in all 
health-related questions in surveys and censuses, 
and the integration of a gender perspective at all 
stages of the production of health statistics.j

a Civil registration coverage 
file (maintained by the 
United Nations Statistics 
Division and updated in 
October 2014), United Na-
tions, 2014b.

b Demographic Yearbook 
database, last accessed 
January 2015, United Na-
tions, 2015a.

c See for example UNICEF, 
2014a, regarding child 
mortality.

d WHO, 2014a.
e Mahapatra and others, 

2007.
f In countries using a recent 

ICD revision, this means 
that more than 90 per cent 
of deaths are medically 
certified with a cause of 
death, and less than 10 per 
cent of deaths are coded to 
ill-defined categories.

g WHO, UNICEF, UNFPA, 
World Bank and the United 
Nations Population Divi-
sion, 2014.

h Ibid.
i United Nations, 2006.
j United Nations, 2015b.

age of antenatal care services has been achieved 
in some regions, including developing regions. 
Other aspects of maternal health have also im-
proved. Nevertheless, stark gaps remain among 
and within countries 20 years after the 1995 Bei-
jing Platform for Action was adopted, including 
in access to skilled care and emergency services 
during childbirth. As a consequence, maternal 

mortality is still unacceptably high in some de-
veloping regions.5

Gender inequality and gender norms and expec-
tations continue to exert a strong influence on 
the health conditions affecting women and men. 
Practices such as early and forced marriage, to-

5 See relevant sections in this chapter.
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gether with poor access to information and edu-
cation, lack of decision-making power within the 
couple, and violence against women increase the 
exposure of adolescent girls and adult women to 
sexually transmitted infections, including HIV. 
They also play a role in early pregnancies and 
the risk of unsafe abortions, increasing the like-
lihood of maternal death and morbidity. Tradi-
tional gender expectations can also have a harm-
ful effect on men. Men smoke tobacco and drink 
alcohol to a much greater extent than women. 
Together with unhealthy diets and inactivity, 
smoking and heavy drinking are among the 
most important behavioural health risk factors 
for non-communicable diseases.

This chapter aims to shed light on the different 
health trajectories of women and men in devel-
oped and developing regions. The first part of 
the chapter draws on key aspects of women’s 
and men’s health, including life expectancy, 
the global burden of disease and risk factors to 
health. The second part looks at the interplay of 
development, biology and gender as they relate 
to specific health conditions associated with ma-
jor life stages: early childhood, adolescence and 
youth, reproductive years and older years.

A. Women’s and men’s health

1. Life expectancy at birth

Life expectancy has increased for both women and men 
over the past 20 years

Between 1990–1995 and 2010–2015, life expec-
tancy at birth6 increased for both sexes. At the 
global level, women’s life expectancy rose from 
67.1 to 72.3 years, and from 62.5 to 67.8 years for 
men. Women tend to live longer than men and, in 
2010–2015, women’s life expectancy was higher 
than men’s by 4.5 years, on average. However, 
large regional disparities are found. Women live 
6 to 8 years longer than men in Latin America 
and the Caribbean, the developed regions, and 
the Caucasus and Central Asia, but only 2 to 3 
years longer in sub-Saharan Africa and Eastern 
and Southern Asia.7

6 Life expectancy at birth is an indicator of the overall 
health status of a population. It is derived from age-spe-
cific mortality rates and denotes the average number of 
years a newborn child can expect to live given the current 
levels of mortality.

7 United Nations, 2013a.

The increase in life expectancy for women and 
men is observed in all regions and most coun-
tries, but the improvement has not followed the 
same pattern everywhere (figure 2.1). Advances 
in life expectancy stagnated in sub-Saharan Af-
rica during the 1990s as a consequence of the 
HIV epidemic. Since HIV/AIDS hit women 
harder than men in that region,8 the gender 
gap in life expectancy decreased from 2.9 years 
in 1990–1995 to 1.7 years in 2000–2005. Dur-
ing that period, the effect was most striking in 
Southern Africa, where life expectancy at birth 
dropped from 66 to 54 years for women and 
from 59 to 51 years for men. More recently, the 
trend in life expectancy has reversed, mainly 
due to a slowdown in the spread of new HIV in-
fections and greater access to and more efficient 
HIV treatment, together with other health im-
provements.9 Although women’s life expectancy 
recovered more than men’s, the gender gap of 
2.4 years in 2010–2015 in sub-Saharan Africa 
has not yet reached the pre-AIDS-crisis level 
(figure 2.1).

The gender gap generally widens as life expec-
tancy increases (figure 2.1). Sub-Saharan Africa 
has the narrowest gender gap (2.4 years in 2010–
2015), a consequence of high mortality levels 
overall, the ongoing HIV epidemic and gener-
ally high maternal mortality.10 The region is also 
home to all 30 countries in the world with a life 
expectancy under 60 years. Sierra Leone has the 
lowest life expectancy at birth in the world, at 46 
years for women and 45 years for men, followed 
by Botswana (47 years for women, 48 for men) 
and Swaziland (49 years for women, 50 for men). 
Botswana and Swaziland are also the countries 
where women in 2010–2015 were expected to die 
before men (women’s life expectancy is 1.5 years 
less than men’s in Botswana and 1.2 years less in 
Swaziland).

At the opposite end of the spectrum, the two 
regions with the highest female life expectancy 
also have some of the widest gender gaps. In 
developed regions, women have an average life 
expectancy of 81.1 years—6.8 years longer than 
men. In Latin America and the Caribbean, 
women have an average life expectancy of 77.9 
years—6.4 years longer than men. In both re-
gions, the gender gap has decreased slightly over 

  8 UNAIDS, 2013.
  9 United Nations, 2013b.
10 WHO, UNICEF, UNFPA, World Bank and the United 

Nations Population Division, 2014.
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the last 20 years as a result of faster progress in 
extending the lives of men.

Countries in developed regions have some of 
the highest rates of life expectancy in the world 
(figure 2.2). Women in Japan, for example, can 
expect to live 86.9 years on average, longer than 
women in any other country. In 2010–2015, 
women in 41 countries had a life expectancy 
exceeding 80 years—up from 12 countries two 
decades ago.11 For the first time, men in some 
countries (Australia, Iceland, Japan and Switzer-
land) can also expect to live 80 years or longer. 
Furthermore, in 38 countries, men’s life expec-
tancy exceeded 75 years in 2010–2015 (up from 
only five countries in 1990–1995). Almost all of 
the countries with the highest life expectancy 
can be found in developed regions (with the ex-
ception of Singapore).

The largest difference in life expectancy by sex is 
found in the Russian Federation, where women 
live on average 13 years longer than men (74 ver-

11 Based on 182 countries or areas with an estimated popu-
lation of at least 100,000 in 2015 and that are part of the 
Millennium Development Goals country list.

sus 61 years). The seven countries with a gender 
gap of 10 or more years are all countries of the 
former Soviet Union (Belarus, Estonia, Kazakh-
stan, Latvia, Lithuania, Russian Federation, and 
Ukraine). Drinking and smoking among men in 
these countries are key factors explaining this 
gap.12 Similar factors are also associated with the 
high gender gap, of 8.1 years, in countries in the 
Caucasus and Central Asia.

Unusually small gender gaps in life expectancy 
for a given level of mortality are observed in 
Eastern and Southern Asia. This suggests une-
qual gender norms and discriminatory practices. 
Eastern Asia has the second narrowest gender 
gap among regions (2.8 years) in a context of 
high life expectancy at birth (the third highest 
for women and second highest for men among 
all regions). Over the past 20 years, the gender 
gap in life expectancy in Eastern Asia has di-
minished slightly as a result of a much steeper 
increase in life expectancy for men than women. 
A small gender gap (3.3 years) is also observed 
in Southern Asia, representing an improvement 

12 Leon, 2011.
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Figure 2.1 
Life expectancy at birth by region and sex, 1990–1995 to 2010–2015

Source: United Nations, World Population Prospects: The 2012 Revision (2013a).

Note: Includes estimates for 1990–1995 up to 2005–2010 and projections (medium fertility) for 2010–2015.
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from 20 years ago, when the difference in life ex-
pectancy between women and men was only one 
year (61 years for women and 60 years for men).

2. Mortality and causes of death

Globally, men have higher mortality rates than women 
across all age groups

The risk of dying shifts dramatically over the 
course of one’s life (figure 2.3). It is very high in 
the first week and month after birth, then drops 
sharply, reaching a low point around age 5–10, 
before rising steadily into old age. Mortality rates 
also vary by region and by sex, and are higher for 
both women and men in developing regions. For 
both sexes combined, in developing regions, the 
mortality rate of children under 10 years of age 
is at least 10 times higher than in developed re-
gions, and is about twice as high among adults.13

In general, men have a significantly higher risk of 
death than women at all ages in both developed 
and developing regions. Relatively high mortal-
ity levels in developing countries, due in large 
part to infectious diseases, tend to have an equal-
izing effect on gender differences. In contrast, 
differences in mortality rates between women 
and men are pronounced in developed regions, 
where infectious diseases play only a minor role 
as a cause of death.

Causes of death also vary by age and sex, and the 
patterns observed across regions and countries 
are closely linked to the development of health 
systems and the epidemiological transition from 
communicable to non-communicable diseases. 
The ICD developed by WHO includes three ma-
jor categories of causes of death: the first includes 
communicable diseases,14 but also maternal, 
neonatal and nutritional conditions;15 the other 

13 United Nations, 2013a.
14 Communicable (or infectious) diseases are caused by mi-

cro-organisms, such as bacteria, viruses or parasites and 
can spread from person to person or animal to person. 
Lower respiratory infections, HIV/AIDS and diarrhoeal 
diseases are three of the most prominent communicable 
diseases. Leading risk factors for such diseases include 
unsafe water and sanitation, poor hygiene, unsafe sex, 
and inadequate health services (WHO, 2014a).

15 Maternal, neonatal and nutritional conditions are health 
conditions related to pregnancy and childbirth, the neo-
natal period or to nutritional deficiencies, respectively 
(WHO, 2014a).
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worldwide in 2000 and 2012. In 2012, non-
communicable diseases were the leading cause 
of death, responsible for over 70 per cent of all 
female deaths and 66 per cent of all male deaths 
worldwide. Since 2000, the share of non-com-
municable diseases as a leading cause of death 
increased by eight percentage points for both 
women and men, mostly at the expense of com-
municable diseases, whose share decreased from 
23 to 17 per cent. Currently, non-communicable 
diseases are the dominant cause of death in all 
regions except sub-Saharan Africa.

The change in the balance between communica-
ble and non-communicable diseases reflects the 
continuing global trend of epidemiological and 
health transition. It is a consequence of changes 
in demographic age structures, patterns of dis-
ease and risk factors, and the development of 
health systems. An increase in the proportion 
of older persons increases the share of non-com-
municable diseases among all causes of death. 
Also, the risk factors associated with commu-
nicable diseases such as undernutrition, unsafe 
water and poor sanitation are decreasing in im-
portance as a consequence of economic develop-
ment, and improvements in basic infrastructure 
and in health systems.

Demographic changes and development pro-
gress also explain the decrease in the share of 
other less prominent—but mostly preventable—
causes of death. The share of deaths caused by 
neonatal conditions decreased between 2000 and 
2012 by around 25 per cent for both girls and 
boys, reaching around 5 per cent for boys and 
4 per cent for girls. The share of deaths caused 
by maternal conditions decreased by 34 per cent, 
down to 1 per cent in total female deaths. The 
share of deaths caused by nutritional deficiencies 
declined by 20 per cent for the female population 
and 14 per cent for the male population.

The share of deaths caused by injuries, on the 
other hand, has remained mostly unchanged. 
Injuries are much more common among males 
than females. In 2012, for example, injuries 
caused twice as many deaths among boys and 
men (3.4 million, or 12 per cent of all deaths) 
than among girls and women (1.7 million, or 7 
per cent of all deaths).
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Figure 2.4 
Distribution of deaths by major categories of causes of death and by sex, world, 2000 
and 2012

Source: Computed by the United 
Nations Statistics Division based on 
data from WHO, Global health esti-
mates for deaths by cause, age, and 
sex for years 2000–2012 (2014b).

two categories are non-communicable diseases 
and injuries.16

Non-communicable diseases continue to increase their 
share among all causes of death

Figure 2.4 shows the percentage distribution of 
the major causes of death for women and men 

16 Non-communicable diseases are diseases that are non-
transmissible and often—but not always—of long du-
ration and generally slow progression. The four main 
types of non-communicable diseases are cardiovascu-
lar diseases (such as heart attacks and stroke), cancer, 
chronic respiratory diseases (mostly chronic obstructed 
pulmonary disease and asthma) and diabetes. Most non-
communicable diseases are strongly influenced by com-
mon and preventable risk factors such as tobacco use, 
physical inactivity, unhealthy diets and excessive use of 
alcohol. The third major category of causes of death is 
injuries. It includes unintentional injuries, such as those 
resulting from road accidents, falls, drowning and poi-
soning, along with intentional injuries, such as self-harm 
(suicide), interpersonal violence and collective violence 
(WHO, 2014a).
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Communicable diseases remain the most prevalent cause 
of death in sub-Saharan Africa

The distribution of causes of death varies by re-
gion (figure 2.5). Although communicable dis-
eases account for only about one fifth of deaths 
globally, they are the leading cause of mortality 
in sub-Saharan Africa, accounting for almost 
half of all deaths. At the other extreme are devel-
oped regions, where the proportion of communi-
cable diseases in all deaths is only 5 per cent for 
women and 6 per cent for men; non-communi-
cable diseases, on the other hand, account for 90 
per cent of all deaths in women and 85 per cent 
of all deaths in men.

Injuries are much more common among men than among 
women

Injuries are the cause of death with the widest 
disparities between women and men. The larg-
est differences can be observed in Latin America, 
where the share of deaths due to injuries is three 
times higher for men than for women (18 per 
cent compared to 6 per cent), followed by West-
ern Asia (21 per cent compared to 8 per cent) and 
the Caucasus and Central Asia (11 per cent com-
pared to 4 per cent), where the share is almost 
three times higher for men than for women. The 
smallest differences are found in Eastern Asia, 
where the share is 8 per cent of male deaths and 
7 per cent of female deaths. In Eastern Asia, the 
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Source: Computed by the United Nations Statistics Division based on data from WHO, Global health estimates for deaths by cause, age, and sex for years 2000–2012 (2014b).

share of injuries among all male deaths is among 
the lowest, similar to the proportion observed in 
developed regions. In contrast, the share of inju-
ries among all female deaths is high, mainly due 
to a higher share of self-harm, falls and road ac-
cidents than in other regions. The region with the 
highest share of injuries among all female deaths 
is Southern Asia (10 per cent). There, female mor-
tality rates caused by self-harm and falls and 
their share in all female deaths are higher than 
in any other region.17

High levels of male deaths due to injuries are 
often associated with risk-taking behaviour 
that can be related to certain gender roles and 
expectations. On the other hand, the high lev-
els of female deaths due to injuries, especially in 
countries in Southern and Eastern Asia, are most 
likely linked to violence against women and their 
disadvantaged position in society. For instance, 
a study in rural Bangladesh, where women ex-
perience much higher rates of violent death than 
men, showed that these deaths—particularly sui-
cide—were associated with physical and mental 
abuse by husbands and relatives in the context 
of childlessness, rejection by future husband, or 
out-of-wedlock pregnancies among unmarried 
women. Social and economic hardship and aban-
donment were also associated with divorced and 
widowed women who died violently.18

17 WHO, 2014b.
18 Ahmeda, 2004.
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Differences in causes of death over the life cycle between 
developing and developed regions remain prominent

Changes in causes of death over the life cycle are 
similar for both women and men. Differences 
between developing and developed regions, 
however, are stark (figure 2.6). The first month 
of life is unique in the sense that most deaths at 
that age in both regions have roots in prenatal or 
genetic conditions. In developing regions, most 
child deaths after the first four weeks are due to 
communicable diseases (70 per cent). Over the 
life course, in developing regions, communica-
ble diseases become less and less important as a 
cause of death; in people aged 70 and over, they 
account for 10 per cent of all deaths. As these 
diseases become less important, non-commu-
nicable diseases become more prominent. The 
latter are responsible for 11 per cent of deaths 
in children between 1 month and 5 years of age 
in developing regions, but 84 per cent of deaths 
among persons aged 70 and over. A different 
pattern emerges when injuries are the cause of 
death. Injuries are most common as a cause of 
death among adolescents and young adults.

A somewhat similar picture is found in developed 
regions, although communicable diseases are 
much less prominent. Only 19 per cent of deaths 
between 1 month and 5 years of age are due to 
infectious diseases. In all older age groups (af-
ter age 5), the share of infectious diseases among 
all causes of death hardly exceeds 10 per cent. 
Maternal conditions and nutritional deficiencies 
as causes of death are negligible. Success in re-
ducing communicable diseases through effective 
prevention and treatment in developed regions 
has led to other causes of death to account for an 
increased share in all deaths. In particular, non-
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Figure 2.6 
Distribution of deaths by major categories of causes of death, age and region, 2012

Source: Computed by the United 
Nations Statistics Division based on 
data from WHO, Global health esti-
mates for deaths by cause, age, and 
sex for years 2000–2012 (2014b).

communicable diseases are currently responsible 
for 63 per cent of deaths in the 30 to 39 age group 
and for increasingly higher shares in older age 
groups (up to 92 per cent at age 70 and over).

3. Health risk factors

A health risk factor is anything that increases 
the likelihood of an individual developing a dis-
ease or injury. Risk factors can be demographic, 
social, economic, environmental, biological or 
behavioural in nature. In most cases, they are a 
combination of all of them.

The set of risk factors contributing most to the 
burden of disease is changing. At the same time, 
large differences divide developed and less de-
veloped regions. Risk factors such as undernu-
trition, unimproved water and sanitation facili-
ties, poor hygiene, and indoor smoke from solid 
fuels remain highly relevant in countries from 
developing regions. The harmful use of alcohol 
and tobacco, poor diet and the lack of exercise 
contribute substantially to the burden of non-
communicable diseases in developed regions, 
but their role is also increasing in developing 
regions. Across regions, unsafe sex remains the 
main risk factor for sexually transmitted in-
fections, and HIV in particular, while gender 
norms, ideals of masculinity and power relations 
fuel a relatively high level of unintentional inju-
ries and interpersonal violence.

This section addresses some of the most impor-
tant risk factors for mortality and morbidity for 
women and men, namely: tobacco use, alcohol 
consumption, overweight and obesity, and dia-
betes. All of them are risk factors with huge im-
portance at a time of continuing shift towards 
non-communicable diseases as the main causes 
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of death and are particularly relevant from a gen-
der perspective. Additional risk factors such as 
physical inactivity and unsafe sex are discussed 
in a later section on the health of adolescents and 
youth. Environmental factors creating health 
risks, such as unimproved water and sanitation 
facilities and household air pollution, are dis-
cussed in the chapter on Environment.

Tobacco use

Tobacco use is the second leading risk factor (af-
ter high blood pressure) for non-communicable 
diseases, accounting for 9 per cent of global 
deaths due to such diseases. 19 It kills nearly 6 
million people each year, 1.5 million of whom 
are women.20 Tobacco use is responsible for 22 
per cent of all cancer deaths and 71 per cent of 
global lung cancer deaths,21 and is a major risk 
factor for chronic respiratory and cardiovascular 
diseases. In women, smoking is also associated 
with breast cancer.22

Prevalence of tobacco smoking is higher among men than 
women in all regions, but large shares of women smoke in 

developed regions and in Oceania

Women are less likely than men to use tobacco. 
In 2011, 8 per cent of women 15 years and older 
worldwide were smokers compared to 36 per cent 
of men the same age23 and this gender difference 
was visible in all regions of the world (figure 2.7). 
However, in a number of countries, smoking is a 
habit for a large share of the female population. 
The regions with the highest female prevalence 
of tobacco smoking are developed regions and 
Oceania. Countries with at least 30 per cent prev-
alence among women include Austria, Bulgaria, 
Chile, Croatia, Czech Republic, France, Greece 
and Kiribati.24 In developed regions in particu-
lar, women smoke almost as much as men. For 
instance, only a 1- to 2-percentage-point differ-
ence separate the smoking prevalence between 
men and women in Australia, Austria, Iceland, 
New Zealand, Norway, Sweden and the United 
Kingdom.

19 WHO, 2011a.
20 WHO, 2010a.
21 IARC and others, 2012; Eriksen and others, 2012.
22 Reynolds, 2013; Gaudet and others, 2013.
23 WHO, 2014c.
24 WHO, 2013a.
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Figure 2.7 
Smoking prevalence among persons aged 15 or over, by sex and region, 2011

Source: Computed by the United Nations Statistics Division from WHO, WHO Report on the Global Tobacco Epi-
demic, 2013, Appendix X (2013a).

Note: The figure shows unweighted averages of age-standardized prevalence estimates for smoking among 
people 15 years and older in 2011. Smoking is defined as the use of any form of tobacco (including cigarettes, 
cigars and pipes and excluding smokeless tobacco) at the time of the survey, including daily and non-daily smok-
ing. The average for Eastern Asia is based on two countries, China and Mongolia.

Smoking prevalence among men also var-
ies among regions and countries. In Oceania, 
South-Eastern Asia, and Eastern Asia, 40 per 
cent or more of the male population over age 15 
smoke. With the exception of Oceania, these re-
gions also have the largest gender gap: smoking 
is widespread among men but uncommon 
among women. At the country level, the gender 
gap in smoking is 45 percentage points or more 
in Armenia, Bangladesh, China, Egypt, Geor-
gia and Indonesia. Lower levels of tobacco use 
among men as well as women are generally found 
in countries in the Caribbean and sub-Saharan 
Africa.

In terms of male smoking, the gap between de-
veloped and developing regions has narrowed, 
due to a decrease in male smokers in developed 
countries and an increase in developing coun-
tries. The gap in tobacco use between women 
and men is also getting smaller. Nevertheless, the 
current epidemic of tobacco use involves both 
women and men as multinational tobacco com-
panies continue to expand their focus on men 
in developing regions and women everywhere.25

While most smokers are men, the majority of 
victims of second-hand smoke are children and 
women. For instance, in 2004, second-hand 

25 WHO, 2010b.
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smoke was estimated to have caused about 
600,000 premature deaths. Children represented 
more than a quarter (28 per cent) of such deaths 
and women about 64 per cent of adult deaths. 
Comprehensive smoke-free legislation cover-
ing 1.1 billion people in 2012 (16 per cent of the 
global population), is the most widely adopted 
measure to address second-hand smoking.26

Alcohol consumption

Alcohol consumption is a health risk factor con-
tributing to many different diseases, injuries and 
other health conditions. The detrimental effects 
of alcohol are based on three main mechanisms: 
toxic effects on organs and tissues; intoxication 
impairing cognitive and emotional functioning; 
and dependence leading to adverse social and 
economic effects. The alcohol-related impact 
on health and social outcomes is determined 
mainly by the amount consumed and the pattern 
of drinking (for example, “low-level daily con-
sumption” versus “heavy drinking episodes”).27

Harmful alcohol use causes approximately 3.3 
million deaths each year. In 2012, 6 per cent of all 
deaths (8 per cent of deaths among males and 4 
per cent among females) were attributed to alco-
hol consumption, including several forms of can-
cer, chronic liver disease, cardiovascular disease 
and alcohol-induced injuries.28 For women, car-
diovascular disease is the most common cause 
of death attributed to alcohol use, while for men, 
injuries and cardiovascular disease are most 
common. The differences between women and 
men are even larger when considering the bur-
den of disease expressed in disability-adjusted 
life years (DALYs).29 Estimates for 2012 show that 
the number of years of life lost due to premature 
death and disability related to alcohol use dis-
orders (which combine the health effects of the 

26 Ibid.
27 Rehm and others, 2010; WHO, 2014d.
28 WHO, 2014d.
29 Disability-adjusted life years (DALYs) measure the bur-

den of disease, injury and death in a population. DALYs 
are calculated as the sum of years of life lost (YLL) due 
to premature death and the years lost due to disability 
(YLD) resulting from disease or injury. One DALY can 
be thought of as one lost year of healthy life. The sum of 
DALYs across the population, or the burden of disease, 
can be thought of as a measurement of the gap between 
current health status and an ideal health situation where 
the entire population lives to an advanced age, free of 
disease and disability. (See: WHO, 2015. www.who.int/
healthinfo/global_burden_disease/metrics_daly/en/ 
(accessed January 2015).

harmful use of alcohol and dependence) is three 
times higher for men than for women.30 Never-
theless, alcohol consumption among women has 
additional implications. For example, women 
who drink during pregnancy may increase the 
risk of preventable health conditions in their 
newborn.

The sex differential in mortality and morbidity 
due to alcohol use can be explained by differ-
ences in the quantity consumed and in drinking 
patterns. In addition, factors such as women’s 
lower body weight, smaller capacity of the liver 
to metabolize alcohol, and a higher proportion 
of body fat contribute to higher blood alcohol 
concentrations in women than men for the same 
amount of alcohol intake.

Men are more likely than women to engage in drinking 
and heavy episodic drinking

Globally, an estimated 29 per cent of women and 
48 per cent of men aged 15 and over are cur-
rent drinkers31 (table 2.1). In all regions32 and 
across all age groups, the proportion of women 
who currently drink is lower than that of men. 
Women consistently drink less on average and 
engage less often in heavy episodic drinking than 
men. However, sex differences in the proportion 
of drinkers, the quantity consumed and the fre-
quency of drinking vary significantly among 
regions. For instance, in 2010, those differences 
in consumption and drinking patterns were 
smaller in Europe, the Americas while relatively 
large in South-East Asia and Eastern Mediter-
ranean regions (table 2.1).33 In both South-East 
Asia and Western Pacific, men engage in heavy 
episodic drinking almost 11 and 7 times as much 
as women, respectively. In general, alcohol use 
among women has been increasing in tandem 
with economic development and the accompa-
nying change in gender roles.

30 WHO, 2014d.
31 This section is based on the WHO’s Global Status Report 

on Alcohol and Health, 2014d, unless otherwise noted. 
Current drinkers are defined as people who consumed an 
alcoholic drink in the past 12 months.

32 Throughout the section on alcohol consumption, coun-
try groupings are based on WHO regions (see: www.who.
int/about/regions/en/).

33 WHO regions.
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Overweight and obesity

Obesity prevalence is higher for women than men

Globally, almost 3 million deaths are related to 
excess bodyweight, a significant risk factor in 
mortality and morbidity due to cardiovascular 
diseases, diabetes and cancer (including breast 
cancer). Overweight and obesity lead, via meta-
bolic pathways, to increased blood pressure, high 
cholesterol and triglycerides levels, and insulin 
resistance, which are themselves direct risk fac-
tors for several chronic diseases.34 According to 
WHO, a person with a body mass index (known 
as BMI—a weight-for-height index) of 25 or 
more is considered overweight, and a person 
with a BMI of 30 or more is considered obese. 
WHO estimates that, globally in 2008, approxi-
mately 1.5 billion adults aged 20 and over were 
overweight, around one third of whom (500 mil-
lion) were obese, with more women (300 million) 
being obese than men (200 million).35 The age-
standardized overweight prevalence was similar 
for adult women and men (35 per cent and 34 per 
cent, respectively), while the age-standardized 
obesity prevalence was higher among women 
than men (14 per cent and 10 per cent, respec-
tively).

34 Finucane and others, 2011; WHO, 2011a; WHO, 2009a.
35 Finucane and others, 2011.

 

Proportion of current drinkers 
among adults (15+ years) (per 

cent)  

Total alcohol per capita 
consumption among drinkers 

(15+ years) (litres)  

Prevalence of heavy episodic 
drinking among adult drinkers 

(15+ years) (per cent)

WHO region Males Females
Males/ 

females Males Females
Males/ 

females Males Females
Males/ 

females

African region 40.2 19.6 2.1 22.4 13.2 1.7 20.3 8.3 2.4

Region of the 
Americas 70.7 52.8 1.3 18.0 8.0 2.3 29.4 12.3 2.4

Eastern 
Mediterranean 
region 7.4 3.3 2.2 14.0 4.8 2.9 2.0 0.5 3.7

European region 73.4 59.9 1.2 22.7 10.1 2.3 31.8 12.6 2.5

South-East Asia 
region 21.7 5.0 4.3 26.3 8.2 3.2 15.4 1.4 10.9

Western Pacific 
region 58.9 32.2 1.8 19.0 7.1 2.7 23.1 3.2 7.3

World 47.7 28.9 1.6   21.2 8.9 2.1   21.5 5.7 3.8

Table 2.1 
Proportion of current drinkers among adults (15+ years), total alcohol per capita consumption among drinkers, 
and prevalence of heavy episodic drinking among adult drinkers, by sex and by WHO region, 2010

Source: WHO, Global Status Re-
port on Alcohol and Health 2014 
(2014d).

Note: Based on WHO regions (see: 
www.who.int/about/regions/en/). 
Current drinkers are defined as 
people who consumed an alcoholic 
drink in the past 12 months; heavy 
drinkers are defined as people who 
consumed 60 or more grams of 
pure alcohol (6+ standard drinks in 
most countries) on at least one sin-
gle occasion at least monthly.

The 2008 age-standardized prevalence of obesity 
showed nearly a doubling of 1980 levels, when 5 
per cent of men and 8 per cent of women were 
estimated to be obese. Not only did prevalence 
rates increase dramatically, but with increasing 
speed. Half of the increase in obesity prevalence 
between 1980 and 2008 happened in the first 20 
years; the other half occurred in the subsequent 
eight years.36 The rise in overweight and obesity 
prevalence was almost universal, although the 
pattern varied substantially among regions and 
countries and between women and men. Only a 
few countries showed no statistically significant 
increase in prevalence rates, and not a single 
country showed a significant decrease in over-
weight or obesity among the adult population.37

At the regional level in 2008, the largest propor-
tion of overweight adults (age 20 and over) was 
found in Western Asia and Northern Africa: 66 
per cent of women in both regions; and 63 per 
cent and 53 per cent of men, respectively were 
overweight (figure 2.8). Among the overweight 
population in both regions, more than half 
of the women and around 30 to 40 per cent of 
the men were considered obese. Latin America 
and the Caribbean, Oceania, the Caucasus and 
Central Asia and the developed regions also had 
high prevalence rates for overweight and obesity, 

36 Stevens and others, 2012.
37 Ibid.
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with more than half of the adult female popula-
tion being overweight and one in four obese. In 
those regions, the prevalence of overweight was 
higher among women than men, with the excep-
tion of the developed regions, where 50 per cent 
of women were overweight compared to 59 per 
cent of men. Both overweight and obesity prev-
alence were lowest in Southern Asia. There, 16 
per cent of women and 13 per cent of men were 
considered overweight; prevalence rates for obe-
sity were 4 per cent for women and 2 per cent 
for men.

Obesity has become a serious health problem for women 
in the Pacific Islands

Country-specific data reveal a wide variation in 
obesity within regions. In Oceania, for example, 
regional estimates are dominated by Papua New 
Guinea, which represents about 75 per cent of the 
region’s population. That country has relatively 
high overweight and obesity prevalence rates (50 
per cent and 45 per cent overweight prevalence 
for women and men, respectively, and 20 per cent 
and 12 per cent obesity prevalence, respectively). 
The region also includes countries with the 
highest prevalence of obesity in the world: in de-
scending order Tonga, Samoa, Kiribati and Mi-
cronesia, with obesity prevalence rates between 
53 and 70 per cent for women and 31 and 49 per 
cent for men.

In Western Asia and Northern Africa, Egypt, 
Jordan, Kuwait, Libya, Saudi Arabia and the 
United Arab Emirates, also show very high rates 
of obesity among women—ranging from 41 to 
52 per cent compared to 22 to 37 per cent for 
men. In Latin America and the Caribbean, the 
Bahamas, Barbados and Belize have estimates of 
female obesity above 40 per cent, while male obe-
sity is lower, between 22 and 27 per cent.

Diabetes

Diabetes is a chronic disease that occurs when 
the body does not produce enough of the blood 
sugar-regulating hormone insulin, or when the 
body cannot effectively use the insulin it pro-
duces. Around 90 per cent of all diabetes cases 
globally are type 2 diabetes, largely resulting 
from an unhealthy diet, being overweight and 
physical inactivity. Type 2 diabetes is therefore 
generally preventable. It used to affect mainly 
middle-aged and older people, but is increas-
ingly found in younger people and even children. 
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Figure 2.8 
Prevalence of overweight (a body mass index of 25 or 
above) and obesity (a body mass index of 30 or above) 
for women and men 20 years and over, by region, 
2008

Source: Computed by the United Nations Statistics Division based on 
data from WHO, Global health observatory, 2013b (data retrieved 23 
Sept 2014).

Note: Weighted averages based on age-standardized estimates.

Type 1 diabetes is the result of an autoimmune 
process that usually starts in children and young 
adults.

Diabetes can also negatively affect maternal 
health. Untreated gestational diabetes or other 
diabetes during pregnancy can lead to a signifi-
cantly larger baby (known as “macrosomia”), 
increasing the risk for complications such as 
obstructed labour that can threaten the life and 
health of both mother and newborn.38 Further-
more, babies born to a mother with gestational 
diabetes have a higher lifetime risk of obesity and 
of developing diabetes themselves.39

38 NCD Alliance, 2011.
39 IDF, 2013.
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Globally, it is estimated that almost half of all 
diabetes cases go undiagnosed, which has seri-
ous health consequences. Undiagnosed diabetes 
is particularly common in some low-income 
countries in sub-Saharan Africa, with as many 
as 90 per cent of cases going undetected. Even in 
high-income countries, about one third of people 
with diabetes have not been diagnosed.40 Over 
time, untreated diabetes leads to serious damage 
to the body’s systems, especially the nerves and 
blood vessels.

Globally, between 2000 and 2012, mortality 
and morbidity due to diabetes have increased, 
mainly due to lifestyle changes that encourage 
unhealthy diets and physical inactivity, and the 
resulting excess body weight. Globally, 44 per 
cent of the burden of diabetes can be attributed 
to overweight and obesity, another 27 per cent to 
physical inactivity.41

Worldwide in 2013, 8 per cent of adults (20 to 
79 years), or 382 million people, were living with 
diabetes.42 Almost half of them (48 per cent) are 
between 40 and 59 years old. More than 80 per 
cent of the 184 million people with diabetes in 
this age group live in low- and middle-income 
countries.43

In general, diabetes prevalence is highest in 
Western Asia (15 per cent for both women and 
men) and Northern Africa (figure 2.9). Among 
countries, the Federated States of Micronesia, 
Kiribati and Vanuatu stand out for having very 
high diabetes prevalence rates (women have 
prevalence rates of 36 per cent, 27 per cent and 
25 per cent, and men 35 per cent, 31 per cent and 
23 per cent, respectively).

Globally, little difference is found in diabetes 
prevalence among men and women. In 2013, 
slightly more men than women were living 
with diabetes (198 million men and 184 million 
women).44 At the regional level, however, some 
gender differences were observed (figure 2.9). 
Prevalence rates were higher for women than 
men in Northern Africa, in particular (13 per 
cent versus 11 per cent). They were lower in the 
Caucasus and Central Asia (4 per cent for women 

40 Ibid.
41 WHO, 2009a; WHO, 2011a.
42 Defined by WHO as having a fasting blood glucose level 

of at least 7.0 millimoles per liter or being on diabetes 
medication.

43 IDF, 2013.
44 Ibid.
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Figure 2.9 
Prevalence of diabetes in adults aged 20 to 79 years by sex and region, 2013

Source: Computed by the United Nations Statistics Division based on data from the International Diabetes Fed-
eration (IDF), 2013, and communication with IDF in 2014.

Note: Undiagnosed cases of diabetes are taken into account in estimating the prevalence of diabetes. Weighted 
averages based on “comparative data” as provided by IDF.

versus 7 per cent for men) and in Eastern Asia (8 
per cent for women versus 10 per cent for men).

In terms of mortality, about 1.5 million people 
died from diabetes in 2012. Overall, diabetes 
ranked eighth on the list of leading causes of 
mortality worldwide, compared to the tenth 
place ranking a dozen years earlier. There is very 
little difference between men and women in the 
total number of deaths due to diabetes.45

B. A life-cycle perspective on health

1. Child health and survival

Nutrition, immunization and a supportive envi-
ronment in early life are key determinants in the 
health and survival of children and their physi-
cal, cognitive and emotional development. Op-
timal development of children also encourages 
healthy habits in adolescence and reduces the 
burden of disease in adult life. The health and nu-
trition of girls, in particular, influence maternal 
health during the reproductive years and affect 
the survival and well-being of future generations.

45 WHO, 2014b.
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Mortality among children under age 5

Child survival improved in all regions

Tremendous progress has been achieved in re-
ducing child mortality over the past two decades. 
The mortality rate for children under 5 years old 
dropped by more than half between 1990 and 
2015—from 90 deaths per 1,000 live births to 43 
in 2015.46 The annual rate of reduction increased 
from 1.2 per cent in 1990–1995 to 4.0 per cent 
in 2005–2013. Globally, the number of children 
dying before their fifth birthday decreased from 
12.7 million in 1990 to around 6 million in 2015.

Child survival improved in all regions, but wide 
disparities persist.47 In 2013, under-5 mortality 
ranged from 6 deaths per 1,000 live births in de-
veloped regions to 92 per 1,000 in sub-Saharan 
Africa. Dramatic reductions in under-5 mortal-
ity have been achieved in Eastern Asia (a 76 per 
cent reduction), Latin America and the Carib-
bean and Northern Africa (a 67 per cent reduc-
tion in both regions). Sub-Saharan Africa, on the 
other hand, reduced its under-5 mortality by only 
49 per cent. That region registered an increasing 
share of the global number of children dying be-
fore age 5, in part due to population growth. In 
2013, half of all children who died before their 
fifth birthday lived in that region.

The youngest children account for the major-
ity of children under age 5 who have died. Most 
deaths in children occur in the first year of life 
(infant mortality), with most of them occurring 
within the first four weeks (neonatal mortality).48 
Globally, the main causes of neonatal deaths are 
preterm birth complications (35 per cent), com-
plications during labour and delivery (24 per 
cent) and sepsis (15 per cent). Together, these 
three causes account for almost three quarters 
of all neonatal deaths.49

After the first month of life, the set of life-threat-
ening diseases and conditions affecting children 
change. Worldwide, over two-thirds of all child 
deaths in 2012 were due to infectious and para-
sitic diseases (46 per cent) and respiratory infec-
tions (23 per cent). Unintentional injuries were 
the third broad cause of death (9 per cent).50 The 
vast majority (99 per cent) of deaths between 1 

46 United Nations, 2015c.
47 UNICEF, 2014a.
48 UNICEF, 2014b.
49 Ibid.
50 WHO, 2014b.

month and 5 years of age occur in developing 
countries. Children in the developed regions 
face a very different set of diseases and health 
conditions. Comparatively, fewer child deaths 
in the developed regions are due to respiratory 
infections and infectious and parasitic diseases 
(19 per cent compared to 70 per cent in develop-
ing regions). Instead, other causes become more 
prominent: congenital anomalies (28 per cent) 
and unintentional injuries (16 per cent) are the 
two leading causes of death, responsible for al-
most half of all deaths in this age group.51

The share of neonatal deaths in under-5 mor-
tality increased from 37 per cent in 1990 to 43 
per cent in 2013, since the reduction in neona-
tal mortality between 1990 and 2013 was slower 
than the overall reduction of under-5 mortali-
ty.52 This can be explained by the fact that the 
reduction in under-5 mortality was mostly due to 
improvements in the prevention or cure of infec-
tious diseases—namely pneumonia, diarrhoea, 
malaria and measles. These diseases tend to 
strike children who have outgrown the neonatal 
stage, subsequently giving neonatal deaths more 
weight in overall under-5 mortality.53

Under-5 mortality is higher for boys than girls in all 
regions, except Southern Asia

Globally in 2013, under-5 mortality was esti-
mated at 47 deaths per 1,000 live births for boys 
and 44 for girls, resulting in a sex ratio of 107 
male deaths to 100 female deaths. The lower mor-
tality rate for girls reflects the female advantage 
in survival, which begins in utero and continues 
after birth. Innate biological differences make 
boys weaker and more susceptible to disease 
and premature death. In the absence of gender-
based discrimination, girls have lower mortality 
than boys and this biological advantage persists 
through life, leading to an overall higher female 
life expectancy at birth.

In almost all regions, boys under age 5 have a 
higher mortality than girls (figure 2.10). In sub-
Saharan Africa, for example, 86 girls and 98 
boys per 1,000 live births died in 2013, which 
translates into a male-to-female mortality ra-
tio of 114. The only notable exception to the 
general pattern of higher male mortality in the 
under-5 age group is Southern Asia. There, the 

51 Ibid.
52 Calculated by UNSD based on data from UNICEF, 

2014a.
53 UNICEF, 2013a.
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difference reflects the disadvantage of girls, sug-
gesting gender-related discriminatory practices. 
In 1990, Southern Asia had a sex ratio in under-5 
mortality of 97 boys per 100 girls, and an overall 
under-5 mortality level of 126 deaths per 1,000 
live births. In 2013, after the mortality level more 
than halved to 55 deaths per 1,000 live births, the 
sex ratio levelled out to 100.

Figure 2.11 shows under-5 mortality rates for 
girls and boys in 2013 for 195 countries and ar-
eas. Two lines are used to illustrate gender parity 
and potential gender discrimination. The grey 
dashed line shows parity in mortality between 
girls and boys—that is, when the mortality rate 
for girls is equal to that of boys. However, as 
boys have a greater biological vulnerability to 
disease and certain health conditions than girls, 
based on genetic, hormonal and immunological 
differences,54 an expected sex ratio in the absence 
of any gender preferences or discrimination 
would have a value above 100, indicating higher 
male than female mortality among children un-
der 5 years of age. An observed sex ratio of 100 
or below is therefore assumed to be the result of 
discrimination against girls.

An expected sex ratio in the absence of gender 
discrimination is likely to vary with changes 
in the mortality level, since the degree of male 
vulnerability shifts with the magnitude and 
composition of the disease environment.55 The 

54 Austad, 2006.
55 Preston, 2007; Drevenstedt, 2008; Sawyer, 2012.

gray solid line in figure 2.11 shows the expected 
female mortality for different levels of observed 
male mortality under age 5 based on recent 
research by Alkema and others.56, 57 For those 
countries in which the sex ratio falls close to or 
below the parity line, it can be assumed that dis-
crimination against girls exists. For countries in 
which the sex ratio falls below the gray line, some 
kind of discrimination against girls is likely.

The country with the lowest sex ratio in under-5 
mortality is India, with a ratio of 93 (93 boys die 
before age 5 for 100 girls that die by that age). 
This is also the only country with an under-5 
mortality sex ratio under 100 (more girls die 
than boys). India alone accounted for 21 per cent 
of all under-5 deaths in 2013. Thus, this low sex 
ratio in under-5 mortality is pulling down the 
average for Southern Asia as a whole and, indeed, 
the entire world (figure 2.11). Higher mortality 
among girls can be closely related to a general 
preference for sons in India, which is expressed 
in special treatment for boys in terms of parental 
investment in nutrition, vaccinations, access to 
health treatment and parental care in general.58

56 Alkema and others, 2014.
57 The line is the result of an analysis based on all available 

country data on child mortality since 1950, regardless of 
whether those countries were characterized by discrimi-
natory gender practices or not. In that regard, the line 
helps in identifying outliers from aggregated averages for 
a given level of under-5 mortality.

58 See, for example: Pande, 2003; Oster, 2009.
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The recent study on global sex ratios for under-5 
mortality by Alkema and others59 identified 10 
countries with outlying under-5 mortality sex 
ratios for 2013, all of which had higher than ex-
pected female mortality (Afghanistan, Algeria, 

Bangladesh, Egypt, India, the Islamic Republic 
of Iran, Jordan, Nepal, Pakistan, Saudi Arabia).

Undernutrition

The nutritional status of children is the conse-
quence of three interacting factors: food intake, 
health status, and parental and health care.60 Nu-
tritional deficiencies are the sixth leading cause 
of death in developing countries, and the imme-
diate cause for 5 per cent of deaths among chil-
dren (1 to 59 months old).61 Nutritional deficien-
cies weaken the immune system and increase the 
vulnerability of children to disease, particularly 
infectious diseases such as pneumonia, diar-
rhoea, malaria and measles. Globally, nearly 

59 Alkema and others, 2014; UNICEF, 2014a.
60 UNICEF, 2013b.
61 WHO, 2014b.

Figure 2.11 
Male and female under-5 mortality rates (deaths per 1,000 live births) for 195 countries, 
2013
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half of all deaths among children under 5 are at-
tributable to undernutrition.62 It is not only an 
immediate health threat, but also has long-term 
consequences. It hinders optimal health and 
growth and is known to lead to suboptimal brain 
development, which in turn influences cognitive 
ability and future performance.63

Worldwide, 15 per cent of children are under-
weight.64, 65 The regions with the highest propor-
tion of underweight children under 5 are South 
Asia (32 per cent) and sub-Saharan Africa (21 
per cent). Boys are more likely to be underweight 
than girls. In almost half (58) of the 127 countries 
(across all regions) for which comparable data are 
available, the male-to-female sex ratio is higher 
than 11566 (figure 2.12). Many of those countries 
are in sub-Saharan Africa. This skewed sex ratio, 
to the disadvantage of boys, reflects their higher 
biological vulnerability to disease rather than 
neglect, or preferential treatment for girls.67 Ex-
ceptions to this pattern, such as the case of Bang-
ladesh or India (figure 2.12), which shows higher 
underweight prevalence rates for girls, suggest 
discrimination towards girls.

While the concept of underweight combines 
aspects of both temporary and chronic under-
nutrition, stunting results from chronic under-
nutrition alone, particularly during the most 
critical periods of growth and development, 
starting before birth and lasting up to about 2 
years of age. Stunted children68 may appear nor-
mally proportioned, but they are too short for 
their age.

Globally, every fourth child under 5 years of 
age was stunted in 2013—amounting to about 
164 million stunted children worldwide.69 A 
high prevalence of chronic child undernutrition 
was observed in sub-Saharan Africa and South 
Asia, where 4 out of 10 children were stunted. 

62 UNICEF, 2014b; Black and others, 2013.
63 UNICEF, 2013b; Spears, 2012.
64 A child is considered underweight if her or his weight 

for age is below minus two standard deviations from the 
median of the WHO Child Growth Standards.

65 UNICEF, 2014c.
66 A range between 85 and 115 in the sex ratio of under-

weight prevalence was treated as a window of ‘gender 
parity’ for sub-Saharan African countries. UNICEF, 
2013b.

67 United Nations, 1998.
68 A child under 5 years old is considered stunted when her 

or his height-to-age ratio is below minus two standard de-
viations from the median WHO Child Growth Standards.

69 UNICEF, 2014c.
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Together, these two regions account for almost 
three quarters of all stunted children worldwide. 
Similar to the situation of underweight, boys 
are more likely to be stunted than girls. This is 
evident in 111 out of 128 countries with avail-
able data, 21 of which have a male-to-female sex 
ratio higher than 115.70 Girls are more likely to 
be stunted in 14 countries, and in the remaining 
three the proportions are identical.71

Immunization

Immunization is a cost-effective public health 
strategy for preventing a number of potentially 
life-threatening childhood diseases such as 
diphtheria, measles, pertussis, pneumonia, po-
lio, rotavirus diarrhoea, rubella and tetanus. It 
is estimated that, globally, immunizations pre-
vent around 2 to 3 million deaths each year.72 
Although considerable variations can be found 
in immunization coverage among boys and girls 
in some countries, no significant systematic bias 
has been observed. In some countries, immuni-
zation coverage for girls is higher, while in oth-
ers, it is higher for boys.73

2. Adolescents and young adults

Adolescence is a time of general good health, 
with low mortality rates. Nevertheless, many 
lifestyle choices made during this period have 
negative consequences later in life. It is estimated 
that at least 70 per cent of premature adult deaths 
result from behaviour that started or was rein-
forced during adolescence, such as unhealthy 
eating, alcohol and tobacco use, substance abuse, 
unsafe sex and lack of physical activity.74 Ado-
lescence is also the age when young women and 
men increasingly model their behaviour on adult 
gender roles. In some societies, adolescent girls 
are pressured into early marriage and childbear-
ing and their access to information on health and 
their power to make their own decisions remain 
low. Adolescent boys often take up harmful hab-
its and risky behaviours that are associated with 
images of masculinity. All of these factors can 

70 A range between 85 and 115 in the sex ratio of under-
weight prevalence was treated as a window of ‘gender par-
ity’ for sub-Saharan African countries. UNICEF, 2013b.

71 UNICEF, 2013b.
72 WHO, 2014e.
73 Based on a review of immunization coverage (all vac-

cinations) for 62 countries with data for the period 2003 
to 2012. Demographic and Health Surveys (DHS), 2014.

74 Resnick and others, 2012.
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lead to separate health and survival trajectories 
for girls and boys.

Adolescent pregnancies and deaths 
due to maternal conditions

Complications during pregnancy and childbirth are 
the leading cause of death for women aged 15 to 29 in 

developing regions

The percentage of adolescents (aged 15 to 19) who 
have given birth has declined in the past two dec-
ades but remains high in a number of countries 
in Africa and in Latin America and the Carib-
bean (see Chapter 1 on Population and families). 
Early childbearing, particularly among girls 
under age 15, comes with health risks to both 
young mothers and their newborn. This is due 
in part to the fact that adolescents are not fully 
developed physically, as well as to the high rates 
of anaemia and undernutrition common in this 
age group. Many adolescent pregnancies are also 
unwanted pregnancies, leading to abortion, most 
often unsafe abortion, which carries a high risk 
of morbidity and mortality. In 2008, 15 per cent 
of all unsafe abortions in developing countries 
(excluding Eastern Asia) occurred among girls 
aged 15 to 19.75

75 Shah and Åhman, 2012.
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Complications linked to pregnancy and child-
birth are the leading cause of death for adoles-
cents and young women (aged 15 to 29) world-
wide (table 2.2). However, almost all maternal 
deaths (99 per cent) occur in developing coun-
tries.76 In developed regions, mortality rates 
due to maternal conditions are 20 times lower 
than those of developing regions. In developed 
regions, other causes of death, such as self-
harm and road injuries, top the list for mortal-
ity among 15- to 29-year-old women and men, 
although death rates for men are much higher.

Sexually transmitted infections, including HIV

Unsafe sex is a leading risk factor in the health 
of adolescents and youth, leading to sexually 
transmitted infections, including HIV. Among 
the challenges to preventing such infections are 
inadequate access to high-quality, youth-friendly 
sexual and reproductive health services and 
comprehensive sexuality education.77

Women have a higher risk of contracting sexu-
ally transmitted infections, including HIV, than 
men, due to their greater physiological vulner-
ability. Other factors contributing to higher in-
fection rates among women are: gender inequal-
ity, including violence against women and girls; 
unequal access to information, education and 
economic opportunities; the practice of early 
marriage, including to older partners; and a lack 
of negotiating power.

The number of new HIV infections is higher for young 
women than young men in sub-Saharan Africa

Although new HIV infections are decreasing 
globally, they remain concentrated among young 
people. In 2012, around 40 per cent of all new 
infections among adults aged 15 years and over 
occurred among young people aged 15 to 24.78

Globally, the number of new HIV infections 
among women aged 15 to 24 is 50 per cent higher 
than among their male peers. This susceptibility 
to HIV infection is most acute in sub-Saharan Af-
rica, home to 72 per cent of all new HIV infections 
among the young adult population (figure 2.13). 
In all sub-regions of sub-Saharan Africa, the 
number of new infections among young women 
in 2012 was around twice that of young men. In 

76 WHO, 2014b.
77 UNAIDS, 2013.
78 Ibid.

other regions of the world, more young men are 
infected than young women—a pattern specific 
to regions where HIV is predominantly trans-
mitted through sex between men or intravenous 
drug use. In Latin America, Eastern Asia and 
developed regions, for example, the number of 
new infections among young men is twice that 
of young women.

HIV/AIDS is the second leading cause of mortal-
ity among women aged 15 to 29 globally; it ranks 
fourth among men the same age. This ranking is 
driven by developing regions and by sub-Saharan 
Africa in particular. In developing regions, death 
rates due to AIDS are 17 per 100,000 population 
for women and 13 per 100,000 for men. In devel-
oped regions the corresponding rates were much 
lower, at 2 and 4 per 100,000, respectively.79

Condom use among young people (aged 15 to 
24) with multiple sexual partners has increased 
in developing regions. However, it remains rela-
tively low overall in many countries and is lower 
among women than men.80, 81 Comprehensive 
knowledge of HIV among young people also 
increased in most developing countries over the 
past 15 years, but the gains are only slight on 
average, and the level remains low, particularly 
among young women.82 In sub-Saharan Africa, 
only 30 per cent of young women and 37 per cent 
of young men have a comprehensive and correct 
knowledge of HIV and AIDS, representing an 
increase of less than 10 percentage points since 
2000 for both groups.83

Injuries

Taking risks and exploring boundaries are part 
of the biological and psychological development 
of adolescents.84 Such behaviour can lead to 
health risks both in the short term and over the 
course of their lives. Road injuries are the single 
largest cause of death among young men aged 15 
to 29 globally, followed by interpersonal violence 
and self-harm (table 2.2). These three causes of 
death are predominant among young men in 
both developed and developing regions. They 

79 WHO, 2014b.
80 UNAIDS, 2013.
81 Based on available data for sub-Saharan African coun-

tries, there was a 19 percentage point gap in condom use 
between young women and young men in 2014. United 
Nations, 2015c.

82 United Nations, 2015c.
83 Ibid.
84 Blum and others, 2012; Patton and others, 2012; WHO, 

2014f; Viner and others, 2012.
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are also predominant among young women in 
developed regions, with some differences in the 
ranking. Self-harm is the number one cause of 
death for young men in developed regions.

Injuries are the leading cause of death among young men 
in developed and developing regions

Young men are more likely than young women 
to die from both unintentional and intentional 
injuries (95 versus 36 deaths per 100,000 popu-
lation aged 15 to 29, respectively, in 2012). Glob-
ally, this accounted for half of the deaths among 
young men between 15 and 29 years in 2012.85 
Traffic accidents are particularly lethal for young 
men in Latin America and the Caribbean, sub-
Saharan Africa and South-Eastern Asia, where 
the corresponding death rates are 41, 37 and 
34 deaths per 100,000. Latin America and the 
Caribbean and sub-Saharan Africa also stand 
out in terms of intentional injuries. Male death 
rates due to violence between individuals are 
the highest in these two regions, at 92 and 41 
per 100,000, respectively. In Western Asia, male 
death rates due to collective violence and legal-
intervention86 are the highest, at 92 per 100,000.

85 WHO, 2014b.
86 Deaths due to collective violence refers to deaths occur-

ring in the context of instrumental use of violence by 
people who identify themselves as members of a group 
against another group or set of individuals, in order to 

Women Men

Cause-specific mortality rates 
(deaths per 100,000)

Cause-specific mortality rates 
(deaths per 100,000)

World 
rank

Cause of death World Developed 
regions

Developing 
regions

World 
rank

Cause of death World Developed 
regions

Developing 
regions

1 Maternal conditions 17 1 20 1 Road injury 28 19 29

2 HIV/AIDS 15 2 17 2 Interpersonal violence 19 8 21

3 Self-harm 11 5 12 3 Self-harm 16 21 15

4 Road injury 8 6 8 4 HIV/AIDS 11 4 13

5 Diarrhoeal diseases 6 0 7 5 Drowning 6 4 7

6 Lower respiratory infections 5 1 6 6 Lower respiratory infections 6 2 7

7 Interpersonal violence 4 2 4 7 Collective violence and legal intervention 5 1 6

8 Tuberculosis 3 1 3 8 Ischaemic heart disease 5 3 5

9 Fire, heat and hot substances 3 0 3 9 Diarrhoeal diseases 4 0 4

10 Ischaemic heart disease 3 1 3 10 Meningitis 4 0 4

Table 2.2 
Specific causes of death among young women and men (aged 15 to 29 years) by region, 2012 (top 10 sex-specific causes of death worldwide)

Source: Computed by the United Nations Statistics Division based on data from WHO, Global health estimates for deaths by cause, age, and sex for years 2000–2012 (2014b).

achieve political, economic or social objectives. Vari-
ous forms of collective violence have been recognized, 
including: (a) wars, terrorism and other violent political 
conflicts that occur within or between States; (b) state-
perpetrated violence such as genocide, repression, dis-
appearances, torture and other abuses of human rights; 
(c) organized violent crime such as banditry and gang 
warfare. Deaths due to legal intervention include deaths 
due to injuries inflicted by the police or other law-enforc-
ing agents, including military on duty, in the course of 
arresting or attempting to arrest lawbreakers, suppress-
ing disturbances, maintaining order or other legal action 
(WHO, 2002).

Figure 2.13 
Number of new infections among young women and men (aged 15 to 24 years), 2012

0 50,000 100,000 150,000 200,000 250,000

Developed regions

Caucasus and Central Asia

Caribbean

North Africa

Eastern Asia

Latin America

Central Africa

Southern Asia

South-Eastern Asia and Oceania

West Africa

Eastern Africa

Southern Africa

Women Men

Source: United Nations Statistics Division and UN Women, Millennium Development Goals Gender Chart (2014).



The World's Women 201546

Mental health

An estimated one in four or five young people will 
suffer at least one mental disorder in a given year.87 
Exact numbers are difficult to ascertain due to the 
lack of available information, particularly in de-
veloping countries, and to methodological differ-
ences in underlying studies. Many mental health 
disorders begin in adolescence, but they are often 
detected only later in life. This can delay the spe-
cialized care that could improve an individual’s 
quality of life and even forestall death.

Mental disorders contribute substantially to the 
mortality of young women and men and the as-
sociated disease burden at that age and later in 
life. Among young persons aged 15 to 29, the 
number of years lost due to premature mortality 
and disability (DALYs88) associated with unipo-
lar depressive disorders and anxiety disorders are 
higher for women than for men (15 years versus 9 
years per 1,000 population for unipolar disorders, 
and 7 years versus 4 years per 1,000 for anxiety 
disorders). The number of DALYs are higher for 
young men than young women when it comes to 
alcohol use disorder and drug use (9 years versus 
2 years per 1,000 population and 6 years versus 3 
years per 1,000, respectively). However, they are 
similar with regard to schizophrenia and bipolar 
disorders (1 to 2 years per 1,000 population).89

Suicide rates are lower for young women than young men 
in all regions except Southern Asia and Eastern Asia

In terms of mortality, self-harm (suicide) is 
the third leading single cause of death for both 
young women and young men (table 2.2). In 
2012, almost 100,000 young women and over 
140,000 young men between the ages of 15 and 
29 committed suicide worldwide.90 In developed 
regions, self-harm is the leading cause of death 
for young men and the second leading cause of 
death for young women. In most regions, suicide 
rates are much higher for men than for women, 
particularly in developed regions, the Caucasus 
and Central Asia, Latin America and the Car-
ibbean and sub-Saharan Africa. Southern and 
Eastern Asia stand out as the only two regions 
in the world where suicide rates are slightly 
higher for young women than for young men. 
They are particularly high in Southern Asia, with 

87 Patel and others, 2007.
88 For definition of DALYs, refer to section on alcohol con-

sumption.
89 WHO, 2014g.
90 WHO, 2014b.

28 deaths per 100,000 female population (com-
pared to 11 deaths per 100,000 female population 
worldwide and 12 in developing regions).

Substance abuse and physical inactivity

Many girls and boys take up smoking and drink-
ing during adolescence, increasing the risk of de-
veloping non-communicable diseases later in life. 
As with adults, more adolescent boys currently 
drink than their female peers in every region. 
Adolescent boys (aged 15 to 19) engage in heavy 
drinking about three times more often than girls 
the same age (17 per cent compared to 6 per cent). 
The highest rates of heavy drinking among young 
people of both sexes are found in Europe, the 
Americas and Western Pacific regions.91

Smoking prevalence is as high or even higher for teenage 
girls than boys in some countries

Surveys conducted between 2008 and 2012 
showed that in 21 countries around the world 
teenage girls92 were as likely to smoke, and in 
some countries more so than boys. Twelve of 
those 21 countries are in Europe. Among them, 
tobacco use was higher for girls than for boys by 
8 percentage points in Spain, 7 points in Sweden, 
and 6 in the Czech Republic.93

Girls aged 13 to 15 are less likely than boys of the same 
age to exercise physically in developing countries

Physical inactivity in childhood and adoles-
cence is detrimental to health in both the short 
and long term, increasing the risk of developing 
non-communicable diseases earlier, and prema-
ture death.94 Physical activity fosters healthier 
adolescent populations not only through the 
maintenance of healthy body weight, but also 
through improvements to psychological well-
being, social development, educational perfor-
mance, and reduced use of tobacco, alcohol and 
drugs.95 Despite these benefits, many adolescents 
do not meet the physical activity levels recom-
mended by WHO (figure 2.14). In the vast ma-
jority of the developing countries surveyed, girls 
exercised less than boys, implying a difference in 
opportunities and/or preferences of adolescents 
with regard to physical activity.

91 WHO, 2014d, WHO regions.
92 In most countries data refer to those 13 to 15 years old.
93 WHO, 2013c.
94 WHO, 2014h.
95 WHO, 2014i.
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Physical inactivity and poor diet contribute to 
the increasing prevalence of overweight among 
children and adolescents.96 Rates of overweight 
for female and male adolescents vary by region 
(figure 2.14). For both sexes, the highest rates of 
overweight are found in Oceania and the lowest 
in sub-Saharan Africa, Southern Asia and South-
Eastern Asia. However, in terms of gender differ-
ences, Oceania and sub-Saharan Africa tend to 
have higher overweight rates among girls than 
boys, while overweight rates for boys tend to be 
higher than those of girls in Western and South-
Eastern Asia.

3. Women’s reproductive years

Women’s reproductive years are bordered by pu-
berty (and the onset of menstruation) and meno-
pause, roughly covering ages 15 to 49. Globally, 
women’s health status during this period is domi-
nated by issues related to sexual and reproductive 
health. The leading female causes of death at the 
global level and in developing regions are HIV/
AIDS and maternal conditions. In 2012, in devel-
oping regions, the female mortality rates for these 
two causes of death were 34 and 19 deaths per 
100,000 female population aged 15 to 49 years, 
respectively (table 2.3). In developed regions, 
maternal conditions were not a leading cause of 
death (1 per 100,000 death rate), while HIV/AIDS 
was among the highest ranked causes of death (6 
per 100,000), together with breast cancer, ischae-
mic heart disease and self-harm. Within the same 

96 WHO, 2011a.

age group, men’s causes of death are dominated 
by HIV/AIDS and road injuries in the developing 
regions and self-harm and ischaemic heart dis-
ease in the developed regions (table 2.3).

This section focuses on the key components of 
reproductive and maternal health, including 
access to contraceptive methods, prevention of 
unsafe abortions, access to prenatal care and 
skilled health care at delivery. Improvement in 
these key areas could save many of the almost 
300,000 women who die each year from causes 
related to pregnancy and childbirth. The section 
concludes with issues related to HIV and AIDS.

Contraceptive use

Family planning is one of the most important as-
pects of reproductive health, since the use of mod-
ern contraceptive methods allows women to avoid 
unintended pregnancies. An unintended or un-
wanted pregnancy may be a pregnancy too early 
in life, too soon after a previous pregnancy, or af-
ter having reached the desired family size. Like 
any pregnancy, unwanted pregnancies carry the 
risk of disability or even death, but they also have 
added health risks due to abortion, particularly 
unsafe abortions. Unlike abortions carried out by 
skilled personnel in a medically safe environment, 
unsafe abortions have a very high risk of compli-
cations. Approximately half of all induced abor-
tions globally are considered unsafe, according to 
the WHO definition (see following section).97

97 Sedgh and others, 2012.
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Figure 2.14 
Physical exercise and prevalence of overweight among adolescents aged 13 to 15 years, developing countries, 
2003–2014 (latest available)

Source: Compiled by UNSD based 
on data from the Global School-
based Student Health Surveys, 
2003–2014 (WHO, 2014j).

Note: Each point represents data 
for one country. N = 62 for physi-
cal activity; 73 for prevalence of 
obesity. WHO recommends that 
children aged 5–17 years should 
accumulate at least 60 minutes of 
moderate- to vigorous-intensity 
physical activity daily. Overweight 
children have a BMI above 1 stand-
ard deviation from the median BMI 
for children of the same age and 
sex.
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A recent study estimated that if all women want-
ing to avoid pregnancy used a modern contra-
ceptive method, the number of unintended 
pregnancies would drop by 70 per cent and un-
safe abortions by 74 per cent. Additionally, if 
contraceptive needs were met and all pregnant 
women received the basic standard of care rec-
ommended by WHO, the number of women dy-
ing from pregnancy-related causes would drop 
by two thirds, from 290,000 to 96,000.98

Contraceptive use and the proportion of demand for 
family planning that is satisfied remain low in some 

regions, particularly in sub-Saharan Africa and Oceania

As of 2013, 84 per cent of the total demand for 
family planning (women wanting to delay or 
avoid pregnancy) among women in developing 
regions was being met.99 This statistic reflects 
only women aged 15 to 49 who were married or 
in union.

The demand for family planning and the use of 
contraception (contraceptive prevalence) have 
increased over the years in almost all regions 
of the world, but wide disparities persist (fig-
ure 2.15). For instance, in sub-Saharan Africa, 
the proportion of women using any method of 
contraception doubled from 13 per cent to 27 per 
cent between 1990 and 2012. However, this still 

  98 Singh and others, 2014.
  99 United Nations, 2015c, Statistical Annex.

represents only half of the total demand for fam-
ily planning (51 per cent), leaving the remainder 
of women desirous of delaying or avoiding preg-
nancy with an unmet need for family planning. 
The level of unmet need in sub-Saharan Africa 
is the highest among all regions. The region has 
also the highest share of unsafe abortions100 and 
highest level of maternal mortality.101

Developing countries in Oceania also have low 
levels of contraceptive prevalence (38 per cent) 
and a relatively high unmet need for family plan-
ning. Around 40 per cent of the women there 
who would like to delay or avoid pregnancies are 
not using any method of contraception.

At the other extreme, Eastern Asia has the high-
est contraceptive prevalence (84 per cent) and 
nearly all demand for family planning is satis-
fied. Contraceptive prevalence has also reached 
very high levels (73 per cent) in Latin America 
and the Caribbean, where unmet need is compa-
rable to the levels observed in developed regions 
(around 10 per cent).

100 Sedgh and others, 2012.
101 WHO, UNICEF, UNFPA, World Bank and the United 

Nations Population Division, 2014.

Women Men

 
Cause-specific mortality rates 

(deaths per 100,000)  
Cause-specific mortality rates 

(deaths per 100,000)

World 
rank Cause of death World

Developed 
regions

Developing 
regions

World 
rank Cause of death World

Developed 
regions

Developing 
regions

1 HIV/AIDS 30 6 34 1 HIV/AIDS 31 13 34

2 Maternal conditions 16 1 19 2 Road injury 29 16 31

3 Self-harm 9 6 10 3 Ischaemic heart disease 19 23 18

4 Stroke 8 4 9 4 Interpersonal violence 17 8 19

5 Road injury 8 5 9 5 Self-harm 17 25 15

6 Ischaemic heart disease 8 6 8 6 Stroke 11 7 11

7 Breast cancer 7 7 7 7 Cirrhosis of the liver 10 11 10

8 Lower respiratory infections 6 2 7 8 Tuberculosis 9 5 10

9 Tuberculosis 6 1 7 9 Lower respiratory infections 8 3 9

10 Diarrhoeal diseases 6 0 7 10 Drowning 6 5 6

Table 2.3 
Cause-specific mortality rates for women and men (aged 15 to 49 years) by region, 2012 (top 10 causes of death worldwide)

Source: Computed by the United Nations Statistics Division based on data from WHO, Global health estimates for deaths by cause, age, and sex for years 2000–2012 (2014b).
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Induced abortions

While abortion rates have declined since 1995, the share 
of unsafe abortions among all abortions have increased

Globally, 44 million pregnancies were termi-
nated by induced abortions in 2008. That num-
ber declined from 46 million in 1995 to 42 mil-
lion in 2003, increasing again to 44 million in 
2008 due to the growing population of women 
of reproductive age. The induced abortion rate 
fell from 35 abortions per 1,000 women aged 
15 to 44 years in 1995 to 29 in 2003, declining 
only slightly afterwards to 28 in 2008 (table 2.4). 
Induced abortions occur in every region of the 
world at rates varying from about 20 to 30 abor-
tions per 1,000 women aged 15 to 44 years (table 
2.4). The exception is Eastern Europe, which had 
the highest abortion rate worldwide, at 43 abor-
tions per 1,000 women in 2008.

About half of all abortions globally are consid-
ered unsafe,102 almost all of them occurring in 
developing regions (table 2.4), especially in Asia, 
Africa and Latin America and the Caribbean. 
Unlike abortions performed according to medi-
cal guidelines, unsafe abortions carry high health 
risks for women.103 In 2008, for example, an es-
timated 22 million unsafe abortions led to more 
than 5 million complications, resulting in 47,000 
deaths, mostly from heavy bleeding and infec-
tion.104 While the total number of induced abor-
tions has decreased since 1995, the share of unsafe 
abortions in total abortions worldwide increased 
from 44 per cent in 1995 to 49 per cent in 2008.

Abortion policies remain restrictive in many countries

In general, abortion policies are more restrictive 
in developing than in developed regions. In 2013, 
almost all countries (97 per cent) permitted abor-
tion to save the life of a pregnant woman, with 
31 per cent of all countries in developing regions 
allowing abortions only under this condition, 
compared to 6 per cent in developed regions. Six 
countries or areas did not permit abortion under 
any circumstance: Chile, the Dominican Repub-
lic, El Salvador, the Holy See, Malta and Nica-

102 The WHO defines an unsafe abortion as a procedure 
for terminating an unintended pregnancy carried out 
either by persons lacking the necessary skills or in an 
environment that does not conform to minimal stand-
ards, or both.

103 WHO, 2011b; Sedgh and others, 2012.
104 WHO, 2014k.
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Figure 2.15 
Total demand for family planning, contraceptive prevalence, and unmet need 
for family planning, 1990, 2000 and 2013 (percentage of women aged 15 to 49 years, 
married or in union)

Source: United Nations, The Millennium Development Goals Report 2015 (2015c). Statistical Annex.

ragua. The most liberal allowances for abortion, 
on request or for economic or social reasons, are 
found in about 80 per cent of developed coun-
tries, but only in about 20 per cent of developing 
countries.105 Although 56 countries extended the 
legal grounds for permissible abortion between 

105 United Nations, 2014c.
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1996 and 2013, many others continue to impose 
restrictive measures and eight106 have even tight-
ened their abortion policies.107

It is important to note that abortions take place 
regardless of their legal status. Nearly all of the 
estimated 22 million unsafe abortions in 2008 
occurred in developing countries.108 Countries 
with restrictive laws against abortion have more 
than four times as many unsafe abortions as 
countries with liberal abortion policies (27 versus 
6 unsafe abortions per 1,000 women aged 15 to 44 
years, respectively, in 2008). Countries with re-
strictive abortion laws also had maternal mortal-
ity rates that were three times higher than those 
with liberal abortion policies (223 versus 77 ma-
ternal deaths per 100,000 live births in 2013).109

Antenatal and delivery care

Access to antenatal care has improved, with almost 
universal coverage in some regions

Antenatal care visits by trained health work-
ers can result in health problems in pregnant 
women being detected and treated before they 
become perilous for both mother and unborn 
baby. They include the identification and man-
agement of obstetric complications such as 

106 Algeria, Belize, Congo, Dominican Republic, Iraq, Ja-
pan, Nicaragua, Papua New Guinea.

107 United Nations, 2014d.
108 WHO, 2012a and United Nations, 2014d.
109 United Nations, 2014d, data refer to 2013.

preeclampsia, tetanus toxoid immunization, 
intermittent preventive treatment for malaria 
during pregnancy (IPTp), and identification and 
management of infections, including HIV, syph-
ilis and other sexually transmitted infections. 
Significant improvements in access to antenatal 
care have been achieved (table 2.5). In 2014, 83 
per cent of pregnant women in the developing 
regions had at least one antenatal care visit, an 
improvement of 19 percentage points since 1990. 
Some developing regions have reached almost 
universal antenatal care coverage. Latin Amer-
ica and the Caribbean, Eastern Asia and South-
Eastern Asia all have antenatal care coverage of 
over 90 per cent. African countries, especially, 
have advanced. Between 1990 and 2014, cover-
age increased from 50 to 89 per cent in Northern 
Africa and from 68 to 80 per cent in sub-Saha-
ran Africa. However, only little more than half 
of pregnant women in developing regions had 
the recommended minimum of four antenatal 
care visits.110 Furthermore, information on the 
quality of care is scarce.

Skilled delivery care improved everywhere but remains 
low in Southern Asia and sub-Saharan Africa

Assistance during delivery by skilled health 
personnel—a doctor, nurse or midwife—can 
prevent or manage most obstetric complications 
and thus reduce the risk of death or disability for 
both mother and child. Skilled health workers 

110 United Nations, 2015c.

Number of abortions (millions) Abortion rate (per 1,000 women aged 15 to 44)

1995 2003 2008 1995 2003 2008

Region Total Unsafe abortions Total Unsafe abortions

World 46 42 44 22 35 29 28 14

Developed regions 10 7 6 <1 39 25 24 1

Developing regions 36 35 38 21 34 29 29 16

Africa 5 6 6 6 33 29 29 28

Asia 27 26 27 11 33 29 28 11

Europe 8 4 4 <1 48 28 27 2

of which, Eastern Europe 6 3 3 <1 90 44 43 5

Latin America and the Caribbean 4 4 4 4 37 31 32 31

Northern America 2 2 1 — 22 21 19 —

Oceania <1 <1 <1 — 21 18 17 2

Table 2.4 
Number of abortions and abortion rate by region, 1995, 2003 and 2008

Source: WHO, Information sheet: 
safe and unsafe induced abortions 
(2012a).

Note: Abortion rate is defined as 
the number of abortions per 1,000 
women aged 15 to 44 years. UN 
Population Division regions. De-
veloped regions include Europe, 
North America, Japan, Australia 
and New Zealand; all others are 
classified as developing. Asia and 
Oceania exclude Japan, Australia 
and New Zealand from the regions.
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can either intervene directly or refer a patient to 
higher levels of maternal health services, includ-
ing emergency obstetric care. It is estimated that 
around 15 per cent of all pregnant women will 
develop complications during childbirth,111 of-
ten spontaneously without any previous existing 
conditions. In developing regions, the percentage 
of births attended by skilled health personnel was 
70 per cent in 2014, an increase of 13 percentage 
points since 1990 (table 2.5). Some developing re-
gions show almost universal coverage for skilled 
attendance at birth, such as Eastern Asia and the 
Caucasus and Central Asia, at 100 per cent and 
96 per cent, respectively. However, in Southern 
Asia and sub-Saharan Africa, only every other 
pregnant woman gives birth with adequate care.

Maternal mortality

Maternal mortality has declined, yet high levels are still 
found in sub-Saharan Africa

Maternal mortality is a leading cause of death 
in women of reproductive age. In 2013, an esti-
mated 289,000 women died during pregnancy, or 
the first 42 days after delivery (or termination of 
pregnancy) due to causes related to pregnancy or 
childbirth.112 Maternal mortality shows extreme 
variations among regions.113 In 2013, the mater-
nal mortality ratio was 16 deaths per 100,000 live 
births in developed regions versus 230 deaths per 
100,000 live births in developing regions and 
peaked in sub-Saharan Africa with 510 deaths 
per 100,000 live births. Accordingly, the vast 
majority of maternal deaths occur in developing 
regions—286,000, of which almost two thirds 
occurred in sub-Saharan Africa, compared to 
2,300 in developed regions. The lifetime risk of 
maternal death (the probability that a 15-year-
old woman will die eventually from a maternal 
cause) is 1 in 3,700 in developed regions but 1 in 
160 in developing regions. Women in countries 
such as Chad and Somalia face the highest life-
time risk of dying due to maternal conditions, at 
1 in 15 and 1 in 18, respectively.

However, much progress has been made since 
1990. The number of maternal deaths worldwide 
declined by 45 per cent between 1990 and 2013. 

111 Hoque, 2011.
112 WHO, UNICEF, UNFPA, World Bank and the United 

Nations Population Division, 2014.
113 See Statistical Annex available at http://unstats.un.org/

unsd/gender/worldswomen.html.

During that period, the maternal mortality ratio 
was reduced from 380 to 210 per 100,000 live 
births at the global level (from 430 to 230 deaths 
per 100,000 live births in developing regions). 
Yet, high levels of maternal mortality are still 
found in sub-Saharan Africa, similar to the lev-
els found in Southern Asia 20 years ago (figure 
2.16).

The wide variations in the maternal mortality 
ratio and lifetime risk suggest that most mater-
nal deaths are preventable. The main conditions 
causing maternal death, including post-partum 
haemorrhage, sepsis, obstructed labour, compli-
cations of unsafe abortions and hypertensive dis-
orders, can be managed when well-trained staff 
and adequate equipment are available to provide 
the necessary care, including emergency obstetric 
care.114 However, in developing countries, cover-
age by skilled birth attendance and of emergency 
obstetric care remain inadequate, preventing 
a more drastic decline in maternal mortality 
rates.115

114 WHO, 2014l; UNFPA, 2014.
115 UNFPA, 2014.

Percentage of pregnant 
women receiving 

antenatal care 
(at least one visit)

Percentage of births 
attended by 

skilled health personnel

1990 2014 1990 2014

Developing regions 64 83 57 70

Africa        

Northern Africa 50 89 47 90

Sub-Saharan Africa 68 80 43 52

Latin America and the Caribbean 75 97 81 92

Caribbean 84 95 .. ..

Latin America 75 97 .. ..

Asia        

Eastern Asia 70 95 94 100

Southern Asia 53 72 38 52

South-Eastern Asia 79 96 49 82

Western Asia 53 85 62 86

Caucasus and Central Asia .. .. 97 96

Oceania .. .. .. ..

Table 2.5 
Women receiving antenatal care and deliveries attended by skilled health 
personnel by region, 1990 and 2014

Source: United Nations, The Millennium Development Goals Report 2015 (2015c).
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HIV/AIDS

HIV/AIDS is the single largest cause of death 
worldwide for both women and men aged 15 to 49 
years. In 2012, an estimated 540,000 women and 
580,000 men in this age group died from AIDS.116 
The death rates due to HIV/AIDS were 34 per 
100,000 population for both women and men in 
developing regions. In developed regions, rates 
were higher for men, at 13 deaths per 100,000 
population compared to women, at 6 per 100,000 
(table 2.3). Recent data from the Joint United Na-
tions Programme on HIV/AIDS (UNAIDS) also 
suggest that, in high-prevalence countries, HIV 
contributes significantly to pregnancy-related 
mortality, pointing to the urgent need to ensure 
that eligible women living with HIV receive full 
treatment and that these services are integrated 
into sexual and reproductive health care.117

In sub-Saharan Africa, women represent the majority of 
people living with HIV

In 2013, an estimated 35 million people globally 
were living with HIV. Of these individuals, 31.8 
million were over the age of 15 and 3.2 million 
were under age 15.118 Globally, the numbers of 
women and men living with HIV are similar, 
but with large regional differences (figure 2.17). 
Nearly seventy per cent of those who are HIV-
positive live in sub-Saharan Africa, and 59 per 
cent of that group are women. In the Caribbean, 
the sex distribution among HIV-positive indi-

116 WHO, 2014b.
117 UNAIDS, 2013.
118 UNAIDS, 2014a.

viduals is balanced, while in all other regions 
more men than women are HIV-positive. In 
these regions, the female share of those who are 
HIV-positive ranges from 22 per cent in Western 
and Central Europe and North America to 39 per 
cent in the Middle East and North Africa.

In general, females have a greater physiological 
susceptibility than males to contracting HIV. 
Gender inequality and specific gender norms can 
add to their risk. Violence against women, for 
example, is fuelling the HIV epidemic. Women 
who have experienced intimate partner violence 
are 50 per cent more likely to be living with HIV 
than those who have not.119 Moreover, fear of 
violence undermines the capacity of girls and 
women to negotiate safer sex and to seek HIV 
testing, reproductive health services or other 
health care.120 Overall, services for women expe-
riencing violence remain inadequate (see Chap-
ter 6 on Violence against women).

Men are also harmed by unequal gender norms 
and expectations and prevailing concepts of 
masculinity. Men’s sexual risk-taking can in-
crease their chance of contracting HIV. They are 
also less likely to get tested for HIV in all regions 
as compared to women, who may be at an ad-
vantage since HIV testing is routinely offered in 
antenatal care settings.121 Men also tend to enter 
treatment at later stages of the infection and are 
more likely to abandon it.122

Access to antiretroviral treatment has increased 
dramatically, yet it is far from universal

The number of adults living with HIV is increas-
ing (figure 2.17), despite a decline in the num-
ber of new infections since the late 1990s.123 The 
reason lies in the greater availability of therapy 
and improved medications that are keeping more 
HIV-positive people alive for longer periods of 
time. Since 2005, the number of people receiv-
ing antiretroviral treatment (ART) has increased 
sharply in most regions. As at June 2014, 13.6 
million people living with HIV were receiving 
ART globally, among which 12.1 million living 
in the developing regions. Between 2012 and 
2013 alone, the number of people receiving ART 

119 UNAIDS, 2013.
120 Ibid.
121 Ibid.
122 Ibid.
123 UNAIDS, 2014a.
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Figure 2.16 
Maternal mortality ratio by region, 1990 and 2013

Source: United Nations Millennium Development Goals Report 2015 (United Nations, 2015c), statistical annex.
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rose by 1.9 million in the developing regions, the 
largest annual increase ever (20 per cent).124

Treatment coverage is higher for women than for 
men in most regions. For instance, in 2012, 73 
per cent of eligible125 women compared to 57 per 
cent of eligible men received antiretroviral treat-
ment in low- and middle-income countries.126

Antiretroviral coverage for the prevention of 
mother-to-child transmission of HIV has in-
creased, and the number of new infections 
among children has declined.127 In 2012, of the 
estimated 1.5 million pregnant women living 
with HIV in low- and middle-income countries, 
62 per cent received antiretroviral treatment; 
the proportion in sub-Saharan Africa was 60 
per cent, more than double the share only three 
years earlier.128 In other regions, antiretroviral 
coverage for the prevention of mother-to-child 
transmission of HIV varied, from 90 per cent in 
Eastern and Central Europe and the Caribbean 
to less than 20 per cent in Asia and the Pacific, 
the Middle East and North Africa.129

4. Older ages

Non-communicable diseases are the main cause of death 
and disability among those in their later years

Old age is usually characterized by an increasing 
and general impairment of physiological function-
ing, resulting in the growing risk of disease and 
death. This is the outcome of the life-long indi-
vidual ageing process and the accumulated effects 
of exposure to external health risk factors during 
all life stages. For statistical purposes, and unless 
otherwise specified, the term “older persons” in 
this chapter refers to those aged 60 and over.

Many studies, especially in developed countries, 
show that older women report worse health than 
men, suffer from more diseases, have more limi-
tations in daily living activities, have more men-
tal health problems, and are physically weaker 
than men of the same age.130 Despite their higher 
morbidity, women in this age group have lower 
mortality than men. Possible explanations for 

124 United Nations, 2015c.
125 Eligible as defined in the 2010 WHO HIV treatment 

guidelines.
126 UNAIDS, 2013.
127 Ibid.
128 UNAIDS, 2014b.
129 Ibid.
130 Oksuzyan and others, 2008; Collerton and others, 2009.
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this paradox are, among other reasons, genetic 
and immunological differences between men 
and women, and differences in health reporting 
and in access and use of health-care services.131

Over 85 per cent of all deaths among those aged 
60 and over are caused by non-communicable 
diseases. Stroke and ischaemic heart disease (a 
disease of the blood vessels supplying the heart 
muscle) are, by a large margin, the most common 
causes of death in both older women and men, 
followed by all cancers combined and chronic 
obstructive pulmonary disease (table 2.6).132

Cardiovascular disease

Cardiovascular disease kills more women than men, but 
the risk is higher for men than women

Stroke, ischaemic heart disease and other car-
diovascular diseases have long been regarded as 
a male burden. Although men continue to have 
higher death rates due to cardiovascular disease 
than women in all regions of the world, in abso-
lute numbers more women than men aged 60 and 
over die from these diseases globally (7.8 million 
women compared to 6.8 million men in 2012). 
This is mainly due to the increasing proportion of 
women in older age groups (70 and over), in which 
cardiovascular diseases cause most deaths.133

131 Oksuzyan and others, 2009; Christensen, 2008.
132 WHO, 2014b.
133 Ibid.
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In 2012, death rates due to ischaemic heart dis-
ease for persons aged 60 and over were 802 per 
100,000 population for men and 700 per 100,000 
for women. Death rates were higher in developed 
regions compared to developing regions and 
higher for men than women in both regions. A 
different pattern emerged in death rates due to 
strokes: they were higher in developing than in 
developed regions, and women had higher death 
rates than men in developed regions (table 2.6).

Chronic obstructive pulmonary disease

Men are more likely than women to develop and die 
from chronic obstructive pulmonary disease

Chronic obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD) 
is a lung disease in which the airflow from the 
lung is blocked, making it hard to breathe. The 
disease is common among older persons and 
is usually irreversible and progressive. In 2012, 
death rates due to COPD for persons aged 60 and 
over were 278 per 100,000 population for women 
and 414 per 100,000 for men (table 2.6). Smok-
ing—including passive exposure—is responsible 
for around 80 per cent of cases. Men have higher 
tobacco use than women and are more likely to 
develop COPD, but the increase in the number of 
women smokers could lead to an increase in inci-
dence and prevalence of COPD among them.134

Other important risk factors for the disease are 
household air pollution and occupational expo-
sure to various dusts or chemicals. Household 
air pollution is mostly caused by the burning 
of solid fuels, which are typically used in sub-
Saharan Africa and Southern and Eastern Asia 
for heating and cooking.135 Women in general 
have higher exposure to this form of air pollution 
because of closer proximity and longer exposure 
during cooking and household work (see Chap-
ter 7 on Environment).136 Exposure to occupa-
tional pollution, as in some factories or mines, is 
more common among men than women.137

Cancer

Although the majority of cancers start during 
middle adulthood, the disease usually takes its 
toll in terms of mortality in later years. Over 60 

134 Varkey, 2004.
135 WHO, 2013b.
136 Smith and others, 2014.
137 Salvi and Barnes, 2012.

per cent of all cancer deaths occur after age 60.138 
Four of the 10 leading causes of death among 
men in this age group are cancers of different 
types—trachea, bronchus and lung cancers; 
stomach cancer; prostate cancer; and liver can-
cer. For women, two cancer types are included 
in this list—trachea, bronchus and lung cancers, 
and breast cancer (table 2.6).

Cancers (also called malignant neoplasms) are a 
group of diseases characterized by uncontrolled 
growth and spread of abnormal cells (metas-
tasis). Cancers are a complex group of diseases 
and can have a variety of external causes usually 
modified by an individual’s genetic make-up. An 
estimated 30 per cent of all cancer deaths are ul-
timately caused by five behavioural and dietary 
risks: high body mass index, low fruit and vege-
table intake, lack of physical activity, tobacco use 
and alcohol consumption. Tobacco use alone is 
responsible for around 22 per cent of all cancer 
deaths and for about 71 per cent of global lung 
cancer deaths.139

It is estimated that in 2012 there were over 14 
million new cases of cancer, 8.2 million cancer 
deaths and 32.6 million people of all ages living 
with the disease.140 Cancer incidence rates (the 
number of new cases per 100,000 population) 
and mortality rates (the number of deaths per 
100,000 population) differ among regions and 
between women and men. For almost all forms 
of cancer (with the exception of cervical can-
cer), the age-standardized incidence rates in the 
developed regions are much higher than in the 
developing regions, while the age-standardized 
mortality rates are similar. In the developing 
regions, cancer detection usually occurs much 
later due to the lack of individual awareness, ad-
equate primary care and widely available effec-
tive treatments.141

The global incidence rate for all cancers for men 
is 24 per cent higher than that for women, and 
the mortality rate 52 per cent higher (table 2.7). 
Although most forms of cancer can develop in 
both women and men, differences do exist: for 
women, the most common cancers are cancers 
of the breast, cervix, colon and lung; for men, 
cancers of the lung, prostate, colon, stomach and 
liver are predominant.

138 WHO, 2014b.
139 WHO, 2014m.
140 IARC, 2014.
141 Global Task Force on Expanded Access to Cancer Care 

and Control in Developing Countries, 2011.
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Women Men

 
Cause-specific mortality rates 

(deaths per 100,000)  
Cause-specific mortality rates 

(deaths per 100,000)

World 
rank Cause of death World

Developed 
regions

Developing 
regions

World 
rank Cause of death World

Developed 
regions

Developing 
regions

1 Stroke 703 491 825 1 Ischaemic heart disease 802 858 776

2 Ischaemic heart disease 700 737 678 2 Stroke 703 416 842

3
Chronic obstructive pulmonary 
disease 278 104 378 3

Chronic obstructive pulmonary 
disease 414 180 528

4 Lower respiratory infections 177 103 220 4 Trachea, bronchus, lung cancers 231 292 201

5 Diabetes mellitus 149 70 194 5 Lower respiratory infections 201 136 232

6 Hypertensive heart disease 129 104 144 6 Diabetes mellitus 135 76 163

7
Alzheimer’s disease and other 
dementias 103 226 33 7 Hypertensive heart disease 107 79 121

8 Trachea, bronchus, lung cancers 88 110 76 8 Stomach cancer 95 78 103

9 Breast cancer 65 98 46 9 Prostate cancer 83 125 63

10 Kidney diseases 63 54 69 10 Liver cancer 82 54 96

Breast cancer and cervical cancer are among the most 
common forms of cancer among women

Two of the most common cancers among women 
are related to their reproductive function: breast 
and cervical cancer.

In 2012, breast cancer accounted for 26 per cent 
of all new cancer cases (around 1.7 million 
worldwide) and 16 per cent of all cancer deaths 
(522,000 worldwide). Developing regions saw 
slightly more new cases of breast cancer (883,000) 
than the developed regions (794,000), but the 
incidence rate was 2.4 times higher in the lat-
ter.142 The higher incidence rate in the developed 
regions is partly due to higher detection rates. 
Lifestyle and risk factors also contribute. Low 
fertility, high alcohol consumption and obesity 
are important factors that increase the risk for 
breast cancer.143

Cervical cancer is almost always caused by a vi-
rus—the human papillomavirus (HPV). HPV is 
the most common viral infection of the repro-
ductive tract, and most sexually active women 
and men will be infected at least once during 
their lives—most likely at a young age. Cervical 
cancer can easily be treated or even avoided when 
discovered at an early stage. Furthermore, vac-

142 Ferlay and others, 2013.
143 McPherson and others, 2000.

cinations are available against some virus types 
that are responsible for around 70 per cent of all 
cervical cancers. Contrary to most other cancers, 
cervical cancer has much higher incidence and 
mortality rates in developing than in developed 
regions (table 2.7). This is due to the lack of suffi-
cient cancer screening and vaccinations in many 
developing countries. Cervical cancer is also the 
second most common cancer in terms of new 
cases in developing regions.

For men, lung cancer is the most common type of cancer 
and is a leading cause of death in men over 60

For men, the most common cancers are cancers 
of the lung, prostate, colon, stomach and liver. 
Lung cancer is the most common cancer world-
wide for men and for both sexes combined, with 
an estimated 1.8 million new cases in 2012. It has 
a relatively high fatality rate and is responsible 
for every fifth cancer death in the world. Age-
adjusted incidence rates for men are 2.5 times 
higher than those for women. The highest in-
cidence rates for men are in Central and East-
ern Europe and Eastern Asia, and for women in 
North America and Northern Europe.144 These 
gender and geographic patterns largely reflect 
historical exposure to tobacco smoke.

144 IARC, 2014.

Table 2.6 
Cause-specific mortality rates for women and men (aged 60 or over) by region, 2012 (top 10 causes of death worldwide)

Source: Computed by the United Nations Statistics Division based on data from WHO, Global health estimates for deaths by cause, age, and sex for years 2000–2012 (2014b).

Note: Mortality rates are not age-adjusted.
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Cancer of the prostate is the second most com-
mon cancer among men globally, but with large 
geographical differences. In developed regions, 
it is the leading form of cancer in terms of new 
cases, with 50 per cent more cases in 2012 than 
lung cancer. The incidence rate in developed 
regions is almost five times higher than in de-
veloping regions—largely a consequence of 
higher-level diagnostic practices in developed 
countries.145 Prostate cancer is mostly a cancer 
of old age, with the only other known risk fac-
tors being African ancestry and having a family 
history of the disease.

Dementia

Dementia is one of the major causes of disability 
in later life. It is a syndrome caused by degenera-
tive changes in the brain leading to deterioration 
in memory, thinking, behaviour and the ability 
to perform everyday activities. The result is a loss 
of skills that enable one to live independently. De-
mentia is caused by a number of different under-
lying brain pathologies. Alzheimer’s is the most 
common and is responsible for around 70 per 
cent of all dementia cases. Not much is known 
about risk factors except age itself, although evi-
dence points to shared risk factors with cardio-
vascular disease. Smoking, obesity, diabetes, high 

145 Center and others, 2012.

cholesterol and hypertension seem to increase the 
risk of dementia, while physical activity, a healthy 
diet, social activities and education seem to have 
a protective effect. Furthermore, genetic factors 
may increase the risk of dementia.146

Women are more likely than men to be affected 
by dementia

The prevalence of dementia is less than 1 per 1,000 
up to age 65,147 but rises sharply afterwards, dou-
bling with every subsequent five to seven years 
of age. At age 90 and over, an estimated 3 to 5 
people out of 10 live with dementia.148  Although 
research shows that the age-related prevalence of 
dementia has hardly changed over the past 30 to 
40 years (at least in high-income countries),149 
the continuous ageing of the world population 
(see Chapter 1 on Population and families) will 
lead to a sharp increase in the number of people 
with dementia. In 2013, an estimated 44 mil-
lion people globally were living with dementia, a 
number that is expected to double every 20 years, 
leading to 76 million cases by 2030, and 135 mil-
lion by 2050.150 Due to the changing population 

146 Barnes and others, 2011; Alzheimer’s Association, 2014.
147 Vieira and others, 2013.
148 Alzheimer’s Disease International, 2009; Prince and 

others, 2013.
149 Alzheimer’s Disease International, 2009.
150 Alzheimer’s Disease International, 2013a.

Women World Developing regions Developed regions

Cancer Incidence Mortality Incidence Mortality Incidence Mortality

Breast 43 13 31 12 74 15

Cervix uteri 14 7 16 8 10 3

Colorectum 14 7 10 6 24 9

Lung 14 11 11 10 20 14

Stomach 8 6 8 7 7 4

All cancersd 165 83 136 80 241 86

Men World Developing regions Developed regions

Cancer Incidence Mortality Incidence Mortality Incidence Mortality

Lung 34 30 30 27 45 37

Prostate 31 8 15 7 70 10

Colorectum 21 10 14 8 36 15

Stomach 17 13 18 14 16 9

Liver 15 14 18 17 9 7

All cancersd 205 126 163 120 309 138

Table 2.7 
Estimated age-adjusted incidencea and mortalityb rates of top fivec cancers worldwide, women and men, by 
major regions, 2012

a Number of new cases per 
year per 100,000 population 
(age-standardized).

b Number of deaths per year per 
100,000 population (age-stand-
ardized).

c Top five cancers with highest 
mortality, sorted by incidence rate.

d Excluding non-melanoma skin 
cancer.

Source: Ferlay and others, 2013. 
GLOBOCAN 2012 v1.0, Cancer in-
cidence and mortality worldwide: 
IARC CancerBase No. 11. http://
globocan.iarc.fr (accessed Novem-
ber 2014).

Note: UN Population Division re-
gions.
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structure, the vast majority (71 per cent) of peo-
ple with dementia will live in countries currently 
classified as low- or middle-income.151

Dementia has important gender dimensions for 
two reasons. First, women are at a higher risk of 
dementia than men and represent the majority 
of older persons suffering from this condition. 
The prevalence rate for dementia is estimated to 
be between 23 and 41 per cent higher for women 
than for men. Also, the number of years lost 
globally due to premature death and disability 
related to Alzheimer’s disease and other forms 
of dementia are higher for women than for men 
by 14 per cent in the 60 to 69 age group and by 38 
per cent in the 70 and over age group. Women are 
more affected than men by the disease because 
of their greater longevity and the typically late 
onset of dementia. Dementia prevalence in the 
age group 85 and over—of which women repre-
sent 65 per cent in 2015152—is estimated to range 
between 25 to 50 per cent.153

Not only do more women than men suffer from 
dementia, they are also the majority of informal 
caregivers—mostly in their role as partners, 
daughters and daughters-in-law. Informal care is 
the rule in most low- and middle-income coun-
tries, where professional or institutional care is 
often not widely available. A recent literature 
review by Alzheimer’s Disease International of 
25 studies covering all major regions (and repre-
senting countries with 78 per cent of the global 
population with dementia) revealed that between 
55 and 91 per cent of all informal caregivers of 
people with dementia were women (unweighted 
average of 76 per cent).154 A survey in the United 
States conducted by the Alzheimer Association 
showed that the share of women among caregiv-
ers increased with the duration and amount of 
caregiving provided. The same study showed that 
women caregivers were seven times more likely 
than men to go from working full-time to work-
ing half-time and twice as likely to give up paid 
work entirely.155 Taking care of a demented per-
son not only has an economic impact, it also has 
adverse effects on the physical and mental health 
of caregivers due to the physical and emotional 
strain of caring for those ill with the disease.156

151 Ibid.
152 United Nations, 2013a.
153 Duthey, 2013.
154 Alzheimer’s Disease International, 2010.
155 Alzheimer’s Association, 2014.
156 Alzheimer’s Disease International, 2013b; Alzheimer’s 

Association, 2014.

The health of an ageing population

The proportion of older persons in the popula-
tion is increasing worldwide as a consequence 
of declining fertility rates and increasing life 
expectancy (see Chapter 1 on Population and 
families). This phenomenon, known as “popula-
tion ageing”, takes place in nearly all countries 
around the world.157 Globally, the proportion 
of older people (aged 60 and over) has increased 
from 9 per cent in 1990 to 12 per cent in 2015, 
and is expected to increase further to 21 per cent 
by 2050.158 As populations age, the prevalence of 
non-communicable diseases and the proportion 
of persons with disabilities increase. Forty-six 
per cent of all persons aged 60 and over have a 
moderate or severe disability compared to just 15 
per cent of persons aged 15 to 49.159 Several non-
communicable diseases contribute the most to 
the burden of disease in terms of number of years 
lost due to disability per 1,000 persons (YLD) for 
both women and men. In addition to Alzheimer 
and dementia, they include hearing loss, muscu-
loskeletal diseases (in particular, back and neck 
pain and osteoarthritis), COPD, unipolar depres-
sive disorders, injuries due to falls, diabetes, vi-
sion loss and ischaemic heart disease.160 Among 
these, the burden of disease due to unipolar de-
pressive disorders, vision loss and osteoarthritis 
is higher for women than for men; the burden due 
to back and neck pain, hearing loss and injuries 
resulting from falls is higher for men than for 
women. Hyperplasia of the prostate also adds to 
the years of life lost due to disability in men.161

These conditions, which limit functional ca-
pacity and can cause chronic pain, are associ-
ated with increased dependency and restricted 
participation. They also create considerable 
demand for long-term care that often becomes 
the responsibility of the women in a household. 
For instance, a 2011 study on caregiving in 16 
OECD countries162 showed that more than 1 in 
10 adults aged 50 and over are involved in in-
formal caregiving related to personal care or 
basic activities of daily living for persons with 
functional limitations. A larger number of car-
egivers—1 in 3 adults aged 50 and over—provide 
help with instrumental activities of daily living 

157 United Nations, 2013c.
158 United Nations, 2013a.
159 WHO and World Bank, 2011.
160 WHO, 2014b.
161 Ibid.
162 Colombo, 2011.
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such as shopping and paperwork. About two 
thirds of them are women, but the sex distribu-
tion changes with age. Among caregivers aged 75 
and over, men have similar or higher rates of car-
egiving than women in two thirds of countries. 
The study also showed that providing personal 
care can be demanding and may be incompat-
ible with a full-time job when the time spent 
on care is more than just a few hours. Caregiv-
ers, particularly those providing longer hours 
of care activities, are less likely to be employed 
than non-caregivers. When they are employed, 
they tend to work shorter hours or have a tem-
porary work contract. Furthermore, intensive 
caregiving can have a negative impact on men-
tal health. In some countries, the detrimental 
effect is stronger for women than for men.163

163 Ibid.

To improve the quality of life of older persons, 
more attention needs to be paid not only to man-
aging disabilities but also to preventing them. 
The functional capacity of the body naturally 
declines with age, but the rate of decline is largely 
determined by external factors throughout the 
life course. The decline can accelerate due to un-
healthy habits such as smoking or alcohol use, or 
slow down by healthy habits such as a wholesome 
diet and physical activity. Healthy behaviour in 
all life stages can increase life expectancy and de-
lay the onset of chronic conditions and disability, 
compressing the time spent in ill health into a 
shorter period at the end of life.164

164 WHO, 2007; WHO, 2009b; WHO, 2012b.
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Chapter 3

Education

Introduction

Education is a core human right1 and an essen-
tial tool for achieving sustainable development.2 
It is an investment in human capital that confers 
benefits to both individuals and societies, allow-
ing them to reach their fullest potential. Educa-
tion is indispensable for closing the gap between 
women and men in respect to social and eco-
nomic opportunities and is a key to empowering 
women and allowing them to become agents of 
change in economic, social and political spheres. 
It also improves women’s chances of leading a 
healthy life and passing on the benefits to future 
generations.3

This chapter presents evidence-based analysis of 
progress in the education of girls and boys, and 
women and men, over the period 1990 –2012. 
Overall, the data show remarkable progress 

1 United Nations General Assembly, Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights, 10 December 1948.

2 United Nations, 1994.
3 UNESCO, 2014.

in participation in education and literacy lev-
els. Substantial progress has been made in the 
achievement of universal primary education, 
and girls and boys around the world participate 
equally in primary education in most regions 
of the world. While the overall progress in sec-
ondary education is encouraging, it lags behind 
primary education. In addition, gender dispari-
ties are wider and occur in more countries at 
the secondary than at the primary level. Among 
positive global trends, the evidence shows that, 
girls—once they have access to school—tend to 
do better than boys in terms of progression at 
the primary and secondary levels and beyond. 
In tertiary education, a clear trend is emerging 
that favours women—with enrolments increasing 
faster for women than for men. However, gender 
disparities persist in the fields in which men and 
women choose to study. Women continue to be 
underrepresented among graduates in the fields 
of science and engineering in most countries.

Key findings

•	 Despite progress, only one in two children in developing regions receive pre-primary education compared 
to nine in 10 in developed regions.

•	 Primary school enrolment at the appropriate age is nearly universal in most regions, except sub-Saharan 
Africa and Oceania.

•	 Yet, an estimated 58 million children of primary school age—31 million of whom are girls—are out of school.

•	 Only 72 per cent of the world’s girls and 74 per cent of boys attend secondary school; gender disparities at 
the secondary level are wider than those at the primary level. In tertiary education globally, enrolments are 
increasing faster for women than for men.

•	 The proportion of women graduating in the fields of science and engineering remains low in poor and rich 
countries alike.

•	 Women account for 30 per cent of all researchers.

•	 Women account for about two thirds of teachers at the primary level, 52 per cent at the secondary level 
and 42 per cent at the tertiary level.

•	 Nearly two thirds of the world’s 781 million illiterate adults are women, and almost all of them live in de-
veloping regions.

•	 The vast majority of the world’s youth are literate: 87 per cent of young women and 92 per cent of young 
men having basic reading and writing skills.
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Box 3.1 
Gaps in gender statistics on education

The primary source for cross-nationally compa-
rable statistics on education is the UNESCO Insti-
tute for Statistics (UIS). The statistics published 
by the UIS are based on national data reported to 
the Institute and estimates made by it. National 
sources of statistics on participation in educa-
tion and their outcomes are: school administra-
tive records; population and housing censuses; 
and, household or other sample surveys.

Availability and data quality issues

Country reporting to the international statisti-
cal system is an indication of national capacity 
to produce and disseminate education data. As 
the information in the table below indicates, 
there was a high level of reporting of enrolment 
data to the UIS for the two periods considered. 
Out of 211 countries or areas from which the UIS 

collects statistics, 192 reported gross enrolment 
ratios for primary education by sex at least once 
for the period 2005–2012, while 184 did so for 
secondary education. Relatively fewer countries 
or areas (168) reported these ratios for tertiary 
education, partly because some countries do 
not have a tertiary education system within their 
borders. Periodicity in the reporting of the data 
continues to be a problem for some countries. A 
smaller number of countries or areas were able 
to report enrolment frequently (here defined as 
reporting for at least four out of the eight years 
considered). One hundred and seventy-five 
countries or areas frequently reported gross en-
rolment ratios by sex for primary education in 
the period 2005 –2012, 158 for secondary educa-
tion, and 125 for tertiary education.

Number of countries or areas for which data on gross enrolment ratios by sex and level of education are 
available, 1997–2004 and 2005–2012

Primary Secondary Tertiary
Tertiary - 

Field of study

 At least 
once

At least 
4 years

At least 
once

At least 
4 years

At least 
once

At least 
4 years

At least once

2005–2012

World 192 175 184 158 168 125 113

Developed regions 46 46 47 46 47 44 42

Developing regions 146 129 137 112 121 81 71

1997–2004

World 193 177 188 151 164 115 ..

Developed regions 46 44 46 41 45 40 ..

Developing regions 147 133 142 110 119 75 ..

The major source of information on official en-
rolment levels is school administrative records, 
which often face data quality issues. In some 
countries, there is less than universal reporting 
by schools. In many countries, administrative 
data cover education in formal public and private 
institutions. Some educational institutions man-
aged by non-governmental organizations and 
local communities may not be covered by ad-
ministrative statistics.a The reliability of the data 
reported by government and public schools may 
be affected by shortcomings, particularly when 
resource allocation from the government is tied 
to the size of enrolment.b Moreover, population 
estimates are a key component in the calculation 

of enrolment ratios. As a result, inconsistencies 
with population estimates used can affect the 
calculation of the enrolment ratios.

Literacy and educational attainment statis-
tics are primarily produced from censuses and 
household surveys. The reporting of education 
data from these sources is slightly lower than that 
from administrative records. The total number of 
countries or areas that have reported adult and 
youth literacy data by sex from census or survey 
sources is 158 for the period 2005–2012 and 102 
for educational attainment. Fewer countries or 
areas (108) reported literacy data on older per-
sons. It is important to note that not all of the 
countries or areas that collected statistics on 

a UNESCO Institute for Statis-
tics, 2004. 
b Ibid.
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literacy and educational attainment in the 2010 
census round (spanning the period 2005– 2014) 
have as yet reported them to the international 
statistical system. There are differences in the 
reporting of data on literacy and educational 
attainment among development groups. Most 
countries in the more developed regions do 
not regularly report data on literacy because it 
is considered virtually universal and thus the in-
formation is not collected in their censuses and 
surveys.

Many factors contribute to data quality issues in 
the measurement of literacy and educational at-

tainment from censuses and household surveys. 
The completeness of the census enumeration 
and the sample design for the household survey 
may affect the accuracy of estimates produced 
from these sources. Surveys can also systemati-
cally miss parts of the population that are dif-
ficult to reach. A lack of consistency in survey 
questions and methodology may affect results. 
Because censuses and surveys are carried out in-
frequently, data from these sources may not be 
comparable across years and sources, especially 
in countries where the education system has 
changed over time.

Number of countries or areas for which data on literacy rates and educational attainment by sex are 
available, 1995–2004 and 2005–2012

Adult literacy rates Youth literacy rates Literacy rates for older 
persons

Educational 
attainment

  1995–2004 2005–2012 1995–2004 2005–2012 1995-2004 2005–2012 2005–2012

World 143 158 143 158 116 108 102 

Developed regions 20 25 20 25 17 15 37 

Developing regions 123 133 123 133 99 93 65 

International comparability
Education systems across the world vary widely. 
Most countries have their own definitions of 
education levels that do not easily correspond 
to the International Standard Classification of 
Education (ISCED) levels. Consequently, the UIS 
works with countries to map their education sys-
tems to the ISCED classification with a view to 
improving cross-country and -temporal compar-
isons. Despite UIS’ guidance to countries to ex-
clude data on programmes designed for people 
beyond regular school age, adult education data 
may still be included for a few countries, which 
may slightly affect the comparability of their en-
rolment data with those of other countries.

The definition and measurement of literacy 
differ across national censuses and household 
surveys. Some countries use self-reporting to 
measure literacy skills, while others rely on direct 
assessment. Yet, some other countries collect lit-
eracy data using proxy measurements based on 
educational attainment, though estimates pro-
duced by such methods are not accepted by the 
UIS. Some developed countries where basic lit-
eracy is considered virtually universal use a new 
concept that relates literacy to skills needed for 
successful participation in social and economic 
life. A lack of common definitions and measure-
ments affect the international comparability of 
education data.

A. Participation in education

1. Pre-primary education

Early childhood education plays an important 
role in building a strong foundation for lifelong 
human development. Evidence from around the 
world indicates that an early start in education 
can improve children’s chances of participating 
in and completing higher levels of education. 
Thus, it can potentially reduce social inequality 
by offsetting social, economic and language-

based disadvantages.4 Early childhood care and 
education is a diverse area of learning. It ranges, 
on the one hand, from formal pre-primary edu-
cation, which is integrated into the national edu-
cation system via kindergartens where care, play 
and education are all included, to more informal 
and often home-based activities. Pre-primary 
programmes are typically designed for children 
aged 3 to 5 years, and include organized learning 

4 UNESCO, 2010. 
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activities that last, on average, an equivalent of 
at least two hours per day and 100 days per year.

Only one in two children in developing regions are 
enrolled in pre-primary programmes, compared to nine in 

10 in developed regions

Coverage of pre-primary education has steadily 
expanded over the period 1990 –2012 (figure 3.1). 
Gross enrolment ratios (GER)5 in pre-primary 
education have increased consistently in all re-
gions of the world for both boys and girls over 
the same period. Worldwide, pre-primary enrol-
ment rose from 28 to 54 per cent for boys while it 
increased from 27 to 54 per cent for girls. Overall, 
participation in pre-primary education was the 
highest in developed regions. It was also relatively 
high in Eastern Asia, Latin America and the Car-
ibbean, and Oceania, where the regional averages 
were above 70 per cent for both boys and girls. 
Enrolment was low in Northern Africa, sub-Sa-
haran Africa, Western Asia and the Caucasus and 
Central Asia. Only one in five children in sub-
Saharan Africa and Western Asia was enrolled in 
pre-primary programmes, compared with one in 
two for developing regions as a whole and about 
nine in 10 in developed regions.

Gender disparities in pre-primary education were less 
marked than at other levels of education

Pre-primary education is less marked by gender 
disparities than any other level of education. This 
is partly because private institutions account for 
a large proportion of total pre-primary enrol-
ment. Children participating in pre-primary ed-
ucation tend to come from more affluent groups, 
where gender biases in education are generally 
less pronounced than among the poor. With 54 
per cent of girls and boys attending pre-primary 

5 The gross enrolment ratio in pre-primary education is the 
total number of children enrolled at pre-primary level ex-
pressed as a percentage of population at the official age 
for pre-primary education. A high gross enrolment ratio 
generally indicates a high degree of participation, whether 
the pupils belong to the official age group or not. GER can 
exceed 100 per cent due to the inclusion of over-aged and 
under-aged students because of early or late entrants. A 
GER value approaching or exceeding 100 per cent indi-
cates that a country is, in principle, able to accommodate 
all of its school-age population. However, this is a mean-
ingful interpretation only if one can expect the under-
aged and over-aged enrolment to decline in the future to 
free places for pupils from the expected age group. The 
achievement of a GER of 100 per cent is therefore a neces-
sary but not sufficient condition for assessing the attain-
ment of universal access for the official age group. 

education globally in 2012, the Gender Par-
ity Index (GPI)—the ratio between the female 
and male pre-primary GERs (see box 3.2)—was 
within the range of parity at 1.00. Globally, gen-
der parity was maintained between 2000 and 
2012. The GPI showed parity in all regions in 
2012, except Northern Africa, where 9 girls are 
enrolled for every 10 boys. A high proportion of 
countries—112 out of 184 with available data, or 
61 per cent—showed gender parity at the pre-
primary level.6 The largest disparities to the dis-
advantage of girls (GPI below 0.90) were found 
in: Montserrat, Morocco, Nauru, Niue, Pakistan, 
Tajikistan, Turks and Caicos Islands and Yemen. 
On the other hand, the largest disparities to the 
disadvantage of boys (GPI above 1.10) were ob-
served in Angola, Armenia, Cayman Islands, 
Georgia, Saint Kitts and Nevis, Samoa, Senegal 
and Tuvalu.

6 Data based on UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 2014. Data 
shown in Statistical Annex. http://unstats.un.org/unsd/
gender/worldswomen.html.

Box 3.2  
Understanding the gender parity index

The Gender Parity Index (GPI) is commonly 
used to measure progress towards gender 
parity in education. For a given indicator, the 
GPI is calculated as the ratio of the value for 
females to that for males. A GPI value equal to 
one indicates parity. This signifies that there 
is no difference in the indicator for females 
and males. UNESCO has defined a GPI value 
of between 0.97 and 1.03 (inclusive) as the 
achievement of gender parity. For indicators 
where higher values are desirable (e.g. school 
participation rates), a GPI of less than one 
means that girls are at a disadvantage and a 
GPI greater than one means that boys are at a 
disadvantage. For indicators where lower val-
ues are desirable (e.g. repetition rates), a GPI 
of less than one means that boys are at a dis-
advantage and a GPI greater than one means 
that girls are at a disadvantage. In general, 
the GPI should be interpreted together with 
the values of the underlying indicator.

One of the difficulties in presenting the GPI 
is that the scale of disadvantage for females 
and males is not represented symmetrically 
around one. For example, a GPI of 0.5 indi-
cates that the female value of the indicator 
being reviewed is half the male value, whilst 
a GPI of 1.5 (also 0.5 units away from parity) 
indicates the male value of the indicator is 
two-thirds of the female value (not half). 
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Figure 3.1 
Pre-primary gross enrolment ratios by sex and region, 1990, 2000 and 2012

Source: UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 2014.
Note: Regions are listed in ascending order of the pre-primary gross enrolment ratio for girls in 2012.
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2. Primary education

Primary education is fundamental to human de-
velopment and to the progress of all countries. 
Providing “universal access to basic education 
and ensuring the completion of primary educa-
tion” by both girls and boys is one of the actions 
all governments must take to address one of 
the “Critical Areas of Concern—Education and 
Training of Women”—contained in the Beijing 
Platform for Action adopted in 1995. This sec-
tion deals with some key topics in primary edu-
cation, including participation, progression and 
completion, while offering an assessment on the 
extent to which education systems provide equi-
table access to both boys and girls.

Participation in primary education

Participation in primary education is nearly universal

Between 1990 and 2012, primary education was 
extended to an ever increasing proportion of the 
world’s children. Over that period, substantial 
progress was made towards universal primary 
education, with the global adjusted net enrol-
ment rate7 in primary education rising from 
77 to 90 per cent for girls and from 87 to 92 per 
cent for boys (figure 3.2). The enrolment of girls 
in primary education has increased faster than 
that of boys, which helped to close the gender gap 
at the primary level. This is particularly true in 
those regions where girls’ enrolment rates were 
historically much lower than that of boys. Out-
standing gains in primary enrolment have been 
registered in developing regions, particularly 
in Northern and sub-Saharan Africa, Southern 
Asia and Oceania. This is largely due to increased 
investment in primary education and measures 
taken such as the abolishment of school fees. 
However, many countries in some of these re-
gions are still far from attaining universal pri-
mary education. In sub-Saharan Africa, despite 
an impressive increase of 27 and 22 percentage 
points for girls and boys, respectively, over the 
period 1990–2012, only 75 per cent of primary-
school-aged girls and 81 per cent of boys of the 
same age attended school in 2012. In developed 

7 The adjusted net enrolment rate is the percentage of chil-
dren of official primary school age who are enrolled in 
either primary or secondary education. The indicator 
is commonly used to assess the level of achievement of 
the universal primary education goal and to measure the 
school participation of the official primary-school-age 
population.
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Figure 3.2 
Primary adjusted net enrolment rates by sex and region, 1990, 2000 and 2012

Source: UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 2014.
Note: Regions are listed in ascending order of the primary adjusted net enrolment rate for girls in 2012.
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regions, Eastern Asia and Northern Africa,  
enrolment was nearly universal, with the enrol-
ment rates of girls and boys generally exceeding 
95 per cent in 2012. The average rates for both 
girls and boys exceeded 90 per cent in the Cau-
casus and Central Asia, Latin America and the 
Caribbean, South-Eastern Asia, and Southern 
and Western Asia.

Most countries have reached gender parity in primary 
education, but in those that have not, disparities to the 

disadvantage of girls are stark

The GPI8 based on GERs9 in primary education 
was 0.97 in 2012. This falls within the range of 
parity (0.97 to 1.03), implying that, at the global 
level, boys and girls are equally likely to partici-
pate in primary education. The GPI for devel-
oped regions, Eastern Asia, Latin America and 
the Caribbean, South-Eastern Asia, Southern 
Asia and the Caucasus and Central Asia also fell 
within the range of parity, and Northern Africa 
was on the cusp. The average GPI value was lower 
than the range of parity in sub-Saharan Africa 
(where the GPI was 0.92), Oceania (0.93) and 
Western Asia (0.93).10

The nature and extent of gender disparities in 
primary enrolment are more apparent at the 
country level. Worldwide, 192 countries have 
available data on gross enrolment ratios in pri-
mary education for the period 2005–2012. Of 
these, some 113 countries (about 60 per cent) 
have reached gender parity, with as many girls 
as boys enrolled in primary school.11 Of the 79 
countries that reported gender disparities in par-
ticipation in primary education, four out of five 
(63 countries) reported disparities to the disad-
vantage of girls. In terms of geographic distri-
bution, 34 of these countries are in Africa, 14 in 
Latin America and the Caribbean, 7 in Western 
Asia and 4 in South-Eastern Asia. Large dis-
parities to the disadvantage of girls (a GPI less 
than 0.90) were found in 21 of the 63 countries, 
of which 16 were in sub-Saharan Africa, where 

  8 See box 3.3.
  9 The gross enrolment ratio in primary education is the 

total number of children enrolled in primary education, 
expressed as a percentage of the official school-age popu-
lation in a given year. The GPI of the GER in primary 
education is expressed as the ratio of the GER for girls to 
that for boys.

10 Data based on UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 2014. 
Data shown in the Statistical Annex. http://unstats.
un.org/unsd/gender/worldswomen.html.

11 Ibid.

children’s access to school was more limited and 
the disparities affecting girls more severe. In con-
trast, there were relatively few countries (16 out 
of the 79 that showed gender disparities) where 
boys were at a disadvantage. Moreover, the dis-
parities to the disadvantage of girls are typically 
more extreme (see also figure 3.8). Poverty is a 
significant contributing factor, although not the 
only one, which negatively affects their access to 
and participation in education. Other factors in-
clude ethnicity, disability and residence in rural, 
remote or scattered communities, slums and in 
conflict affected areas.12

Out-of-school children of primary school age

Most out-of-school children of primary school age live in 
sub-Saharan Africa and Southern Asia

Great strides have been made towards achieving 
universal education for all. The global number of 
out-of-school children13 of primary school age14 
declined for two decades, falling from about 104 
million in 1990 to about 58 million in 2012—31 
million girls and 27 million boys (figure 3.3). 
Most of these children live in developing re-
gions. Sub-Saharan Africa accounted for more 
than half (57 per cent) of them and had the high-
est out-of-school rate of all regions. Almost one 
in four girls of primary school age and one in 
five boys in the region had either never attended 
school or left school without completing primary 
education. Some 10 million children were out of 
school in Southern Asia, representing nearly 17 
per cent of the global total. Other regions had 
significantly fewer children out of school: South-
Eastern Asia (4 million), Latin America and the 
Caribbean (3.8 million), Eastern Asia (2.7 mil-
lion), and Western Asia (1.5 million).

Girls comprise the majority of the out-of-school 
population

Despite progress towards gender parity in school 
enrolment, girls comprise the majority of the 
world’s out-of-school children. In 2012, the share 

12 UNESCO, 2007. 
13 These are primary-school-age children not attending ei-

ther primary or secondary education, having either not 
started school or dropped out before completion. They 
may also be in some type of non-formal education that 
is not recognized as fully equivalent to formal primary 
education.

14 Typically between 6 and 11 years of age. 
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of girls in the out-of-school population amounted 
to 53 per cent, down from 62 per cent in 1990. 
Gender disadvantage was most pronounced 
in Northern Africa and Western Asia, where 
girls accounted for over two thirds of children 
out of school. In sub-Saharan Africa, girls ac-
counted for 56 per cent of such children, while in  
Oceania the figure was 60 per cent. Over the pe-
riod 1990 –2012, the proportion of girls in the total 
number of out-of-school children fell to less than 
one half in Eastern Asia, Latin America and the 
Caribbean, South-Eastern Asia and Southern Asia.

Poverty and other barriers further reinforce gender 
disparities in learning opportunities

The reasons why children do not attend school 
vary, but they are often associated with poverty, 
ethnicity, social exclusion, living in a rural area 
or slum, geographic remoteness, disasters, armed 
conflict, lack of basic facilities and poor-quality 
education. These barriers often interact with gen-
der to create even greater disadvantages in learn-
ing opportunities. Countries face different chal-
lenges and need different policies depending on 
their circumstances. Among interventions that 
have successfully been used to reach the disad-
vantaged and the marginalized, especially girls 
include: the abolishment of school fees; increased 
education budgets; social cash transfers, espe-
cially to support poor families, making it easier 
for them to send their children to school; increas-
ing attention to ethnic and linguistic minorities; 
overcoming conflicts that keep children out of 
school because of hostilities; and improving the 
quality of education.15

School progression at the primary level

In order to achieve universal completion of pri-
mary education, it is important that all boys 
and girls of primary school age attend school 
and progress through primary education. High 
levels of repetition and drop out hinder a con-
siderable number of children from transitioning 
to secondary education. Difficulty in progress-
ing through the primary grades (repeating) or 
leaving school before completing the last grade of 
primary education (dropping out) occur for a va-
riety of reasons, mostly related to the educational 
system and social and economic factors. Gender 
plays a significant role in school progression and 
completion in most countries.

15 UNESCO, 2014a. 

Box 3.3 
Gender parity and equality in education—what’s the difference?

Gender parity and gender equality in education mean different things. Gen-
der parity is a purely numerical concept. Reaching gender parity in edu-
cation implies that the same proportion of boys and girls would enter the 
education system and participate in its various cycles.

Gender equality, on the other hand, means that boys and girls would expe-
rience the same advantages or disadvantages in educational access, treat-
ment and outcomes. In so far as it goes beyond questions of numerical bal-
ance, equality is more difficult to define and measure than parity.

The achievement of full gender equality in education would imply:

•	 Equality of opportunities, in the sense that girls and boys are offered 
the same chances to access school, i.e. parents, teachers and society 
at large have no gender-biased attitudes in this respect;

•	 Equality in the learning process, i.e. girls and boys receive the same 
treatment and attention, follow the same curricula, enjoy teaching 
methods and teaching tools free of stereotypes and gender bias, are 
offered academic orientation and counselling not affected by gen-
der biases, and profit from the same quantity and quality of appropri-
ate educational infrastructures;

•	 Equality of outcomes, i.e. learning achievements, length of school 
careers, academic qualifications and diplomas would not differ by 
gender;

•	 Equality of external results, i.e. job opportunities, the time needed 
to find a job after leaving full-time education, the earnings of men 
and women with similar qualifications and experience, etc., would 
all be equal.

The last condition, while not strictly part of a notion of educational equality, 
is nevertheless affected by it: the persistence of gender discrimination in the 
labour market prevents the attainment of equality of access, treatment and 
outcomes in education by affecting the relative costs and perceived benefits 
of educating girls and boys. Accordingly, if full gender equality in education 
were to be achieved, ending labour market discrimination in all its gendered 
forms would probably be required.

Source: UNESCO, 2003.

a. Repetition

Repetition at the primary level remains relatively high 
in Latin America and the Caribbean, sub-Saharan Africa, 

Southern Asia and Western Asia

A considerable number of children experience 
difficulty in progressing from one grade to the 
next at the primary level. The percentage of re-
peaters at the primary level was the lowest for 
both boys and girls in developed regions, East-
ern Asia, and the Caucasus and Central Asia.16 

16 Data based on UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 2014. 
Data shown in the Statistical Annex. http://unstats.
un.org/unsd/gender/worldswomen.html.
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Among the 46 developed countries or areas with 
data for the period 2005–2012, the percentage of 
repeaters was below 1 per cent for both boys and 
girls, except in Israel, Latvia, Poland, Romania 
and Switzerland, where the value ranged between 
1 and 2 per cent for girls and/or boys, and in An-
dorra, Austria, Belgium, Hungary, Slovakia and 
Spain, where the values ranged between 2 and 4 
per cent (figure 3.4). In the Caucasus and Cen-
tral Asia, once enrolled in school, boys and girls 
rarely repeated primary grades. The case was 
similar in all countries of Eastern Asia, except 
for the Macao Special Administrative Region of 
China, where the repetition for boys was 6 per 
cent and 3 per cent for girls. Repetition in South-
Eastern Asia is also relatively low, although some 
of the countries in the region (Cambodia, Lao 
People’s Democratic Republic, Thailand and Ti-
mor-Leste) have recorded repetition in the range 
of 5 to 20 per cent. In several countries in the 
regions mentioned above, repetition is relatively 
low, in part due to the practice of automatic pro-
motion.

Repetition at the primary level is fairly high in 
Latin America and the Caribbean, Northern and 
sub-Saharan Africa, and Southern and Western 
Asia.17 The phenomenon of repetition has been 

17 Ibid.

the most persistent and its incidence the highest 
in sub-Saharan Africa, where the percentage of 
primary repeaters ranges between zero and 33 
per cent in 46 countries with data. In 23 of these 
countries the percentage of repeaters, for both 
boys and girls, surpasses 10 per cent (figure 3.4). 
Repeaters account for about a fifth of enrolment 
in Burundi, Central African Republic, Chad, 
Comoros, Congo, Côte d’Ivoire, Madagascar, 
Malawi and Togo. Repetition for boys and girls 
is 5 per cent or higher in the Western Asia coun-
tries of Iraq, Lebanon, the Syrian Arab Republic 
and Yemen and in the Southern Asia countries 
of Bangladesh, Bhutan, India and Nepal. Out of 
38 countries with data in Latin America and the 
Caribbean, 30 have repetition of less than 5 per 
cent for girls, whereas only 18 countries show 
such low values for boys. In most cases, repetition 
tends to be concentrated in the early grades and, 
though not exclusively, among children from poor 
families, those living in rural areas and among 
disadvantaged social groups.18 Countries that  
experience difficulty enrolling children in school 
at the official entrance age often encounter fur-
ther problems in keeping them in school until 
they graduate from primary education.

18 UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 2012. 

0

20

40

60

80

100

120

1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012

M
ill

io
ns

Sub-Saharan Africa  Boys Sub-Saharan Africa  Girls Southern Asia  Boys Southern Asia  Girls Rest of the world  Boys Rest of the world  Girls

Figure 3.3 
Number of out-of-school children of primary school age by region and sex, 1990–2012

Source: UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 2014.



Education 67

Girls tend to progress through primary school in a more 
timely manner than boys

Once they have enrolled in school, girls tend 
to progress in a more timely manner than boys 
through primary education. In 126 countries out 
of 190 with data for the period 2005–2012, girls 
repeated at a lower percentage than boys.19 The 
GPI was in the range of parity in 51 countries 
(the difference was less than 1 percentage point 
for boys and girls). Girls repeated at a higher per-
centage than boys in only 13 countries.

b. Survival to the last grade of primary school

Enrolling boys and girls in school is an indis-
pensable first step towards universal primary 
education, but the success in achieving that goal 
depends on whether they stay in school long 
enough to benefit from a full course of primary 
education. A large number of children leave 
school before completing primary education 
due to social and economic factors, including 
poverty, the hidden costs of schooling, civil con-
flict, disasters, disease, displacement, migration, 
language barriers and the low quality of primary 
education.20

The survival rate up to the last grade of primary 
school—defined as the proportion of students 
starting first grade who are expected to reach 
the last grade regardless of repetition—is used to 
measure the ability and efficiency of an education 
system to retain students. It can also indicate the 
magnitude of the incidence of drop out. Survival 
rates approaching 100 per cent indicate a high 
level of retention or a low incidence of drop out.

Survival rates to the last grade of primary school show 
considerable variation across regions and countries

Globally in 2011, survival rates up to the last 
grade of primary school reached 74 per cent and 
76 per cent for boys and girls, respectively (fig-
ure 3.5). Those rates were generally high, rang-
ing from 93 to 98 per cent, in developed regions, 
Eastern Asia, Northern Africa, and the Caucasus 
and Central Asia. Survival rates of between 75 
per cent and 83 per cent for boys and 78 per cent 
to 88 per cent for girls were recorded in Latin 
America and the Caribbean, South-Eastern Asia 

19 Data based on UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 2014. 
Data shown in the Statistical Annex. http://unstats.
un.org/unsd/gender/worldswomen.html.

20 UNESCO and UNICEF, 2012. 

Figure 3.4 
Percentage of primary repeaters by sex and region, 2005–2012 (latest available)

Source: UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 2014.
Note: Data are presented for countries where at least 5 per cent of boys or girls repeated.
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and Western Asia. In contrast, between half and 
two thirds of pupils completed primary educa-
tion in sub-Saharan Africa, Southern Asia and 
Oceania. Among countries with data for the pe-
riod 2005–2011, the survival rates ranged from 
25 per cent to 100 per cent. The survival rate for 
girls was less than 50 per cent in 10 countries, 
while it exceeded 90 per cent in 78 countries.21

Progress has been slow in improving survival rates 
 at the primary school level

Between 1990 and 2011, the global survival rate at 
the primary school level improved by 7 percentage 
points for girls and 4 for boys. All regions of 
the world, except Oceania, improved their sur-
vival rate, but progress has been slow towards 
reaching the goal of universal completion  
(figure 3.5). Marked progress in the survival rate 
up to the last grade of primary education was 
witnessed in Eastern Asia, Latin America and 
the Caribbean, Northern Africa, and South-
Eastern Asia, where rates improved by 14 to 22 
percentage points for girls and by 12 to 15 per-
centage points for boys. Modest improvements 
in survival rates were registered in sub-Saharan 
Africa, Southern Asia and Western Asia. In 
Southern Asia, the gain for boys (4 percentage 
points) was much smaller than that for girls  
(14 percentage points). Oceania is the only region 
that made no progress at all and even fell back in 
this indicator.

c.  Transition from primary to secondary 
education

A successful outcome of primary education is an 
increase in enrolment at the secondary level. The 
transition rate from primary to secondary edu-
cation is based on the number of new entrants to 
the first grade of secondary education (general 
programmes only) in a given year, expressed as 
a percentage of the number of students enrolled 
in the final grade of primary education in the 
previous year who do not repeat the last grade of 
primary in the following year.

21 Data based on UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 2014. 
Data shown in the Statistical Annex. http://unstats.
un.org/unsd/gender/worldswomen.html.

Globally, most students who reach the end of primary 
education continue their studies

Worldwide, more than 91 per cent of primary 
school students transitioned to lower secondary 
school in 201222 (figure 3.6). High rates of transi-
tion from primary to lower secondary education 
are observed in most countries, indicating that 
the end of primary education is not the most 
common exit point from the education system. 
In developed regions, all countries, except Bos-
nia and Herzegovina (with transition rates of 83 
per cent for girls and 85 per cent for boys), re-
ported transition rates above 95 per cent for both 
girls and boys. Transition rates were above 95 per 
cent also in Eastern Asia, Latin America and the 
Caribbean, and the Caucasus and Central Asia, 
and between 85 and 95 per cent in Northern 
Africa, South-Eastern Asia, Southern Asia and 
Western Asia. Some of the lowest transition rates 
were found in sub-Saharan Africa, where only 77 
per cent of girls and 79 per cent of boys moved on 
to secondary education. Slightly over a third of 
the countries in the region recorded rates over 90 
per cent, while about another third of countries 
registered rates below 75 per cent. In three coun-
tries in this latter group (Angola, Guinea and the 
United Republic of Tanzania), the rate was less 
than 50 per cent for girls and/or boys.

The transition to secondary education  
has improved for developing regions as a whole  

during the past decade

The transition to general secondary education 
improved for developing regions as a whole 
from 1990 to 2011, by 13 percentage points for 
girls and 9 points for boys. Progress in the transi-
tion rate from primary to secondary school was 
substan tial in Eastern Asia, South-Eastern Asia, 
Southern Asia and Western Asia, especially for 
girls. The Caucasus and Central Asia and Latin 
America and the Caribbean have moved to near 
universal transition (98 per cent or higher) from 
the primary to secondary level. Progress in 
Northern Africa was relatively modest.

Currently, the GPI of transition rates to second-
ary education shows parity across all regions of 
the world and in most countries. In 106 out of the 

22 The indicator is referenced to the earlier year as it is a 
percentage of the previous year’s cohort but the transi-
tion actually takes place in the later year.
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154 countries with data for the period 2005–2011, 
girls and boys who reached the end of primary 
education continued their studies at the lower 
secondary level at more or less the same rate.23

3. Secondary education

While successful completion of primary edu-
cation provides the foundation for a lifetime 
of learning, secondary education is the key to 
acquiring more complex skills and knowledge, 
which in turn offer individuals more opportu-
nities in life, including preparation for tertiary 
education and better jobs.

Participation in secondary education

Secondary enrolment ratios for both boys and girls 
have increased since 1990 but remain lower than the 

corresponding ratios at the primary level

Participation in secondary education24 has ex-
panded steadily in all regions of the world (figure 
3.7). Globally, the secondary GER improved by 
26 percentage points for girls and 20 percentage 
points for boys over the period 1990–2012. Despite 
this remarkable improvement, only 72 per cent of 
the world’s girls and 74 per cent of boys attended 
secondary school in 2012. The global enrolment 
ratios in secondary education for both boys and 
girls were lower than the corresponding ratios in 
primary education.25 In addition, when compared 
to those at the primary level, secondary enrolment 
ratios show significant variation among regions. It 
was close to 100 per cent for both boys and girls in 
developed regions and the Caucasus and Central 
Asia, and was close to 90 per cent in Eastern Asia, 
Latin America and the Caribbean, and Northern 
Africa. Despite the steady expansion of post-pri-
mary education, secondary enrolment was low 
in many developing countries. In sub-Saharan 
Africa, the secondary enrolment ratio was 45 per 
cent for boys and 38 per cent for girls. Similarly, 
in Oceania, it was 52 per cent for boys and 45 per 
cent for girls. Secondary GERs were close to or 

23 Data based on UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 2014. 
Data shown in the Statistical Annex. http://unstats.
un.org/unsd/gender/worldswomen.html.

24 Secondary education comprises lower secondary (ISCED 
2), upper secondary (ISCED 3) or postsecondary non-
tertiary (ISCED 4).

25 This is so partly because in some countries primary edu-
cation is compulsory and freely provided by the State, 
while secondary education is not, especially in develop-
ing countries.
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lower than 75 per cent for both boys and girls in 
the other regions, namely South-Eastern, South-
ern and Western Asia.
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Despite progress in reducing gender disparities 
in secondary enrolment, girls still face significant 

disadvantages in many regions

Between 1990 and 2000, the gender gap between 
the global GERs for boys and girls declined from 
9 to 5 percentage points (figure 3.7). The decline 
continued steadily through 2012, shrinking 
to only 2 percentage points. Despite the gains 
made over the past two decades, girls are still 
less likely than boys to enrol in secondary school 
in Oceania, sub-Saharan Africa, and Southern 
and Western Asia—all regions with low overall 
enrolment rates for both boys and girls. In re-
gions with higher overall secondary enrolment 
ratios—such as Eastern Asia and Latin America 
and the Caribbean—gender-based disparities fa-
vour girls. Developed regions and the Caucasus 
and Central Asia are the only regions that have 
achieved and maintained equal access to second-
ary education for both boys and girls throughout 
the period 1990–2012.

The number of countries reporting gender parity at the 
secondary level was lower than that at the primary level 

in most regions

Although gender disparities in access to second-
ary education have been reduced, they remain 
more prevalent and wider than those at the pri-
mary level (figure 3.8). In those countries where 
girls are severely disadvantaged, gender differ-
ences at the secondary level are partly a reflection 
of cumulative gender disparities at the primary 
level and those at the transition to the second-
ary level.26 A small number of countries are near 
gender parity in secondary education than in pri-
mary education. Out of 184 countries with data 
for the period 2005 –2012, gender parity has been 
attained in only 62 countries, in contrast to 113 
countries at the primary level. Gender disparities 
in secondary education favouring girls over boys 
have been observed in 58 countries with data. On 
the other hand, gender disparities favouring boys 
were found in 64 countries with data. In 36 coun-
tries, the GPI was less than 0.90.27

26 UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 2005. 
27 Data based on UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 2014. 

Data shown in the Statistical Annex. http://unstats.
un.org/unsd/gender/worldswomen.html.

Out-of-school adolescents of lower secondary 
school age

A large number of young adolescents of lower 
secondary school age28 are out of school.29 In 
2012, 62 million, or one in five adolescents of 
lower secondary school age, were out of school 
worldwide.30 The problem is most widespread in 
sub-Saharan Africa and Southern Asia, which 
together account for more than three quarters 
(77 per cent) of all out-of-school adolescents in 
this age group. Many out-of-school adolescents 
are likely to face the prospect of social and eco-
nomic marginalization.31 Out-of-school adoles-
cent girls face additional challenges, including 
early marriage and pregnancy and the burden of 
domestic responsibilities.

Girls make up half of the global out-of-school adolescent 
population of lower secondary age

Globally in 2012, girls made up 50 per cent of 
out-of-school adolescents of lower secondary 
age, compared to 53 per cent in 1999. Substantial 
variations are found among and within regions. 
In Western Asia, girls accounted for 60 per cent 
of all out-of-school adolescents of lower second-
ary school age. In sub-Saharan Africa and the 
Caucasus and Central Asia, the share of girls in 
the out-of-school adolescent population was well 
over half. Girls made up slightly less than half of 
the out-of-school adolescents in the other regions.

Progress at the global level has been notable 
since 1999, especially for girls. During the period 
1999–2012, the global rate of out of school adoles-
cent girls declined from 28 to 17 per cent, while 
that for boys dropped from 23 to 16 per cent.32 
Less than 10 per cent of adolescent girls and boys 
of lower secondary age were out of school in the 
developed regions, Eastern Asia, Latin America 
and the Caribbean and the Caucasus and Central 
Asia. The out of school rates were much higher 
in sub-Saharan Africa (36 per cent of adolescent 
girls and 31 per cent of adolescent boys) and in 

28 Usually between 12 and 15 years old.
29 Typically, young adolescents are not enrolled in lower 

secondary school either because they have not completed 
primary school or could not make the transition to lower 
secondary school.

30 Data based on UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 2014. 
Data shown in the Statistical Annex. http://unstats.
un.org/unsd/gender/worldswomen.html.

31 UNESCO, 2010. 
32 Data based on UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 2014. 

Data shown in the Statistical Annex. http://unstats.
un.org/unsd/gender/worldswomen.html.
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Southern Asia (26 per cent of boys and girls). 
Among countries with available data, the rate 
was higher than 20 per cent for girls and/or boys 
in 36 countries. The difference between the rate 
for girls and that for boys was larger than 15 per-
centage points in Angola, Antigua and Barbuda, 
Bangladesh, Central African Republic, Ethiopia, 
Guinea, Iraq, Mali, Swaziland, Togo and Yemen.33

Graduation from lower secondary education

Completion ratios for lower secondary education are 
inadequate in several countries

The gross graduation ratios34 for lower secondary 
education exceeded 80 per cent for both girls and 
boys in almost all countries with available data 
for 2012 (or latest available year since 2005) in de-
veloped regions, Eastern Asia and the Caucasus 
and Central Asia. Similarly, completion of lower 
secondary education was relatively high in Latin 
America and the Caribbean and Western Asia, 
where several countries reported graduation ra-
tios close to or above 80 per cent. On the other 
hand, in sub-Saharan Africa, graduation ratios 
were lower than 40 per cent in nearly three quar-
ters of countries with available data (figure 3.9).

Girls completed lower secondary education at a higher ratio 
than boys in the majority of countries with data

Girls completed lower secondary education at a 
higher ratio than boys in more than half of the 
countries with available data (figure 3.9), despite 
being more disadvantaged in participation at the 
secondary level in many developing regions. Out 
of 101 countries reporting data, girls graduated at 
a higher ratio than boys in 57 countries. In Latin 
America and the Caribbean, this was the case in 
24 out of 29 countries and areas with available 
data. The exceptions were Anguilla, the Bahamas, 
the British Virgin Islands, Cuba and Saint Lucia, 
where boys outperformed girls. Girls completed 
lower secondary education at a higher ratio than 
boys in Northern Africa, Oceania, Southern Asia 
(except Afghanistan and Pakistan) and Western 

33 Ibid.
34 The gross graduation ratio for lower secondary education 

is the number of graduates of lower secondary educa-
tion, regardless of age, expressed as a percentage of the 
population at the theoretical graduation age for this level. 
The ratio can exceed 100 per cent because the number 
of graduates in the calculation includes children who 
are over-aged and under-aged relative to the theoretical 
graduation age.
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Source: UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 2014.
Note: Regions are listed in ascending order of the secondary gross enrolment ratio for girls in 2012.

Asia (except Yemen). However, the reverse was 
observed in 22 of the 28 countries reporting data 
by sex in sub-Saharan Africa. The exceptions 
were Botswana, Cabo Verde, Mauritius, Sey-
chelles, South Africa and Swaziland, where girls 
graduated at a higher ratio than boys. Gender 
differences were minor (less than 5 percentage 
points) or at parity in developed regions and East-
ern Asia. A similar situation prevailed in South-
Eastern Asia (except in the Philippines, where 
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girls graduated at a ratio of 15 percentage points 
higher than that for boys) and the Caucasus and 
Central Asia (except in Armenia where the ratio 
was in favour of girls by 26 percentage points, 
and in Tajikistan, where it was to the advantage 
of boys by 10 percentage points).

Participation in technical and vocational 
education and training

Technical and vocational education and training 
(TVET) programmes develop skills and compe-
tencies valued by employers and/or are useful 
for self-employment. Such programmes equip 
young women and men with capabilities that 
can broaden their opportunities in life and pre-
pare them for the transition from school to work. 
TVET encompasses a wide range of fields—from 
teacher training programmes to commercial 
studies and to various technical fields in industry 
and engineering.

More boys than girls participate in TVET in all regions 
except Latin America and the Caribbean

Between 1990 and 2012, the global share of girls 
enrolled in TVET programmes at the secondary 
level remained unchanged at 44 per cent (figure 
3.10). This proportion has fallen slightly—from 
45 to 43 per cent—in developed regions. Among 
developing regions, the share of girls enrolled 
in TVET has declined slightly in Latin America 
and the Caribbean, Oceania and South-Eastern 
Asia. The share has increased, however, in East-
ern Asia, sub-Saharan Africa, and Southern and 
Western Asia.

Of the 163 countries for which data were available 
for the period 2005–2012, girls had lower TVET 
enrolment than boys in 140 countries.35 In 34 of 
those countries, young women were considerably 
underrepresented, at only one third of enrolment 
or less. In several Southern Asian countries, in-
cluding Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Bhutan, India 
and Nepal, the share of girls was between 12 and 
33 per cent. In Western Asia, the share of girls 
enrolled in such programmes was between 5 
and 19 per cent in Bahrain, Iraq, Kuwait, Saudi 
Arabia, United Arab Emirates,  Yemen and the 
State of Palestine. Similarly, in sub-Saharan 
Africa, the majority of countries showed lower 

35 Data based on UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 2014. 
Data shown in the Statistical Annex. http://unstats.
un.org/unsd/gender/worldswomen.html.
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enrolments among girls than boys. In Angola, 
Comoros, Madagascar, Sao Tome and Principe, 
Sudan and Tunisia, girls’ shares were only a third 
or less. However, in six countries in the region 
(Ethiopia, Kenya, Lesotho, Liberia, Niger and 
Senegal), girls represented half or over half of 
TVET enrolment. More girls were enrolled than 

boys in 16 of the 163 countries with data. Most 
of those countries were located in Latin America 
and the Caribbean, including Brazil, Colombia, 
Costa Rica, Dominica, Dominican Republic, El 
Salvador, Guatemala, Mexico, Nicaragua and the 
Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela.36

36 Ibid.

Box 3.4 
Learning achievement of girls and boys

The main purpose of any education system is to 
impart skills to young people so that they can ef-
fectively participate in the social, economic and 
political life. Getting children into school is not 
an end in itself. The ultimate measure of success 
is not only the extent to which children learn, but 
the quality of their education experience. Stu-
dent assessment surveys provide a measure for 
assessing learning outcomes and the quality of 
education. Such surveys allow some assessment 
to be made of the relative achievements of girls 
and boys in terms of the subjects they study in 
school. The Organisation for Economic Co-oper-
ation and Development (OECD) Programme for 
International Student Assessment (PISA)—which 
surveys school performance among 15-year-
olds around the world, particularly in reading, 
mathematics and science—makes it possible to 
measure disparities among and within countries 
in terms of the skills students attain after a given 
period of learning. Typically, this is done after 
about eight years of schooling, near the end of 
compulsory education in many countries.

Results from a PISA surveya conducted in 2012 in 
34 OECD member States and 31 other countries 
and areas showed large gaps in learning achieve-
ment among countries. In general, low-income 
countries lag far behind high-income coun-
tries in learning achievement. Also, there is less 
variation among OECD countries than among 
non-OECD countries. Furthermore, differences 
among countries represent only a fraction of 
the overall variation in student performance. In 
all three subjects tested—reading, mathematics 
and science—the differences between the low-
est- and the highest-performing students within 
the countries were large and the inequality in 
learning achievement across population groups 
was closely related to wealth distribution. Gen-
der differences in educational performance were 
considerably less prominent than differences 
between the countries and within countries in 
educational performance.b Nevertheless, exist-
ing gaps underscore the importance of a gen-
der-sensitive approach in teaching.

Girls outperformed boys in reading skills in every 
country that participated in the 2012 PISA survey

Results from the PISA 2012 reading assessment 
showed that girls outperformed boys in every 
participating country. The OECD average score 
for reading performance was 478 points for 
boys and 515 for girls (a gender gap of 38 score 
points, which is roughly equivalent to one year 
of schooling). Similarly, the non-OECD average 
showed a gap of 41 points to the advantage 
of girls. Gender gaps in students’ performance 
were related to gender differences in attitudes 
towards reading. Fifteen-year-old girls were 
more likely to read for enjoyment and read com-
plex works of fiction and non-fiction, whereas 
boys were more likely to read comic books, 
which could partly be the result of their weaker 
reading skills. Girls also tended to be more skilled 
in understanding, remembering and summariz-
ing the material they read.c

Boys did slightly better than girls in mathematics 
in most countries

Performance in mathematics was also character-
ized by gender differences, which tended to be 
smaller and less systematic than those related to 
reading. Boys performed better in mathematics 
than girls in the majority of countries that partici-
pated in the PISA survey (52 out of 65 countries 
or areas). The average OECD score in mathemat-
ics was 499 for boys and 489 for girls (a 10-point 
gender gap), while for non-OECD countries or ar-
eas, the average score was 453 for boys versus 448 
for girls (a 5-point gap). In contrast to what was 
observed for reading, the gender gaps were not 
significant in many countries. In 13 countries, the 
gender disparities were actually in the favour of 
girls, albeit the size of the gaps being small. Girls 
appear to be narrowing the gaps in achievement 
in mathematics where boys have historically held 
an advantage. Gender differences in science per-
formance showed much narrower gaps than in 
mathematics and reading for most countries or 
areas—both OECD and non-OECD—and in most 
cases the gaps were not statistically significant.d

a OECD, 2014. 
b Ibid.
c Ibid.
d Ibid.
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4. Tertiary education

Tertiary education builds on secondary educa-
tion and imparts knowledge and skills as well as 
qualifications in specialized fields. It also brings 
extensive social and private benefits. At the indi-
vidual level, pursuing and completing a tertiary 
education are linked to better employment op-
portunities and higher levels of earning (see, for 
example, Chapter 4 on Work). At the societal 
level, tertiary education graduates contribute to 
human capital, which is essential for economic 
development, productivity growth, innovation 
and the healthy functioning of government and 
civil society.37

Participation in tertiary education

Tertiary enrolment of women and men globally has seen 
substantial growth over the past two decades

Globally, participation in tertiary education 
showed remarkable progress between 1990 and 
2012, reflecting the steady expansion of educa-
tion systems around the world and the increas-
ing demand for a highly skilled labour force. 
Over that period, participation, as measured by 

37 UNESCO Institute for Statistics.

Figure 3.10 
Share of girls participating in TVET at the secondary level, 1990, 2000 and 2012
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the tertiary GER,38 rose from 13 to 33 per cent 
for women, and from 14 to 31 per cent for men 
(figure 3.11). Substantial progress was observed 
across the world, with developing countries as 
a whole registering a threefold increase for men 
and a fourfold increase for women.

Participation in tertiary education shows large regional 
disparities

Despite considerable expansion of tertiary edu-
cation across the board, tertiary GERs show large 
regional disparities. Gross enrolment ratios are 
high for both women and men in regions where 
tertiary education participation has historically 
been high. Developed regions, Latin America 
and the Caribbean, and Western Asia remain 
the global leaders. Developed regions expanded 
tertiary enrolment from 42 to 66 per cent for 
men and from 46 to 85 per cent for women. In 
Latin America and the Caribbean, the tertiary 
GER more than doubled for men and almost tri-
pled for women. In terms of progress since 1990, 
Eastern Asia enjoyed a nearly fivefold increase 
for men and a tenfold gain for women. Growth in 
tertiary enrolment in this region has been espe-
cially remarkable since the year 2000. Similarly, 
Western Asia saw nearly a tripling of growth for 
men and almost a quadruple rise for women.

In contrast, despite significant progress, tertiary 
GERs for women and men remain low in other 
regions. In sub-Saharan Africa, it only rose from 
4 to 10 per cent for men and from 2 to 6 per cent 
for women over the period 1990-2012. Similarly, 
in Southern Asia, GERs are lower than global av-
erages at 25 per cent for men and 20 per cent for 
women. When India is excluded from the aver-
ages, these ratios drop to 19 per cent for men and 
17 per cent for women. Between 1990 and 2012, 
the Caucasus and Central Asia was the only re-
gion in the world to experience stagnation in ter-
tiary participation in the mid- to low-20 per cent 
range for both men and women.

38 The gross enrolment ratio in tertiary education is com-
puted as the total enrolment in tertiary education, re-
gardless of age, expressed as a percentage of a target 
population group consisting of the five-year age group 
following secondary school leaving. There are limitations 
when comparing the actual population coverage across 
countries due to the diversity in the duration of tertiary 
programmes, the enrolment of large numbers of women 
and men outside the target age group, and the high levels 
of drop outs and frequent re-enrolments. 
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Enrolment in tertiary education is increasing faster for 
women and exceeding that of men in most regions, but in 
sub-Saharan Africa and Southern Asia women remain at a 

serious disadvantage

Changing patterns of participation in tertiary 
education between 1990  and 2012 have shifted 
gender disparity from a male to female advan-
tage in the world and in most regions (figure 
3.11). In 1990, men’s participation was higher 
than that of women as reflected in a worldwide 
GPI of 0.90.39 Since then, the global participation 
of women has increased at a faster rate than that 
of men, enabling the tertiary enrolment ratios 
of men and women to reach parity around the 
year 2000. Subsequently, the global participation 
of women exceeded that of men, shifting gender 
disparity from a male to female advantage. In 
2012, the GPI of the global tertiary enrolment of 
women and men stood at 1.08, reflecting a gender 
disparity highly favouring women.40

In most regions of the world, women outnumber 
men in tertiary education. In 2012, the GPI sur-
passed the parity range in developed regions (GPI 
of 1.28), Northern Africa (1.22), Latin America 
and the Caribbean (1.28), Eastern Asia (1.08), 
South-Eastern Asia (1.12) and the Caucasus and 
Central Asia (1.07). However, considerable dis-
parity in favour of men persists in sub-Saharan 
Africa and Southern Asia (GPI of 0.64 and 0.81, 
respectively). Overall, there are almost as many 
women as men enrolled in tertiary education in 
the Western Asia, but the regional average con-
ceals very low participation among women in 
several countries. For instance, the GPI was 0.44 
for Yemen and 0.60 for Iraq.41

Out of 168 countries with available data for the 
period 2005 –2012, only six countries showed gen-
der parity at the tertiary level. In 106 countries, 
disparities were in favour of women, while in the 
other 56 countries they favoured men. Women 
outnumber men in tertiary enrolment in almost 
all countries in developed regions, but only in 
half of the countries in developing regions (see 
figure 3.8). For instance, women’s participation in 
tertiary education was less than half that of men’s 
(GPI of less than 0.50) in several countries with 
low tertiary enrolment in sub-Saharan Africa and 
Western Asia, including Benin, Chad, Eritrea, 

39 Data based on UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 2014. 
Data shown in the Statistical Annex. http://unstats.
un.org/unsd/gender/worldswomen.html.

40 Ibid.
41 Ibid.
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Figure 3.11 
Tertiary gross enrolment ratios by sex and region, 1990, 2000 and 2012

Source: UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 2014.
Note: Regions are listed in ascending order of the tertiary gross enrolment ratio for women in 2012.

Ethiopia, Guinea, Mauritania, Niger and Yem-
en.42 It is important to consider gender equality in 
the context of the overall level of participation in 
tertiary education. Where tertiary GERs remain 
low, countries must address gender inequalities as 
they seek to broaden access to tertiary education 
for all students, women and men alike.

Tertiary graduates by field of study

The field of study that men and women choose 
has an impact on their future lives, careers, in-
comes and roles in society. Many factors drive 
students’ subject preferences in tertiary educa-
tion, including performance in secondary edu-
cation, perception of one’s own abilities, social, 
economic and family background, career aspira-
tions and labour market expectations. Gender-
based stereotypes and gender differences in the 
balance between job and family responsibilities 
are also a significant factor.

Figure 3.12 presents data on the proportion of 
women and men graduates in eight broad fields 
of study: education; health and welfare; humani-
ties and arts; social science, business and law; 
science; engineering, manufacturing and con-

42 Ibid.
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struction; agriculture; and services. The figure 
illustrates that women and men choose very dif-
ferent fields of study in tertiary education. This 
observation holds across many developing and 
developed countries.

Women are more likely to graduate in fields related to 
education, health and welfare, and humanities and arts

Fields of study traditionally dominated by 
women—education, health and welfare, and hu-
manities and arts—continue to be more often 
preferred by women than by men (figure 3.12). 
Women are particularly prominent in education 
and in health and welfare. Women were at least 
twice as likely to graduate in education as men 
in three quarters of the 111 countries reporting 
data by field of study for the period 2005 –2012. 
In the case of health and welfare programmes, 
women were at least twice as likely to graduate 
in that field as men in four out of five countries. 
Among women graduates, on average, one out 
of six graduated in the field of education com-
pared to one out of 10 men graduates; and one in 
seven women graduated in health and welfare, 
compared to one in 15 men.

Women are less likely than men to graduate in fields 
related to science and engineering

Despite enjoying better access to tertiary educa-
tion than ever before, women continue to face 
challenges in participating in some fields of study 
traditionally dominated by men. Women are less 
likely than men to graduate in science, engineer-
ing, manufacturing, construction, agriculture, 
and services. This is particularly so in the case of 
engineering and to a lesser extent science among 
countries with data for the period 2005–2012 
(figure 3.12). Among men graduates, on average, 
one in five graduated in engineering compared to 
one out of 20 women graduates, and one in nine 
men graduated in science compared to one in 14 
women. In all countries with data, with the ex-
ception of Cyprus (where 16 per cent of men and 
11 per cent of women graduated in engineering) 
and Myanmar (4 per cent of men and women), 
men were at least twice as likely to graduate in 
engineering as women. In a third of these coun-
tries, representing different regions, the percent-
age of men graduating in this field was at least 5 
times higher than that of women. As for the field 
of science, in 6 out of 10 countries with data, the 
percentage of men graduating in this field was at 
least twice that of women.

B. Women in research and development

Researchers are professionals engaged in the 
conception or creation of new knowledge, prod-
ucts, processes, methods and systems, as well as 
the management of these projects. Innovation 
is an acknowledged determinant of economic 
growth.43 Since research and development is one 
of the key components of innovation, it is impor-
tant to assess the gender-balance in the research 
workforce. Despite improved access to tertiary ed-
ucation, women still face considerable barriers as 
they transition from higher education to careers 
in research. As a result, women continue to be un-
derrepresented in research and development. This 
limits their ability to contribute to innovation on 
an equal basis with men. It also affects the overall 
quality of research given the different perspectives 
women bring to any project.44

1. Participation in research

Less than a third of world’s researchers are women

In 2011, women constituted 30 per cent of all re-
searchers worldwide (figure 3.13). This figure has 
remained almost constant over the past decade, 
highlighting the lack of progress towards gender 
parity in this area. Developed regions (30 per 
cent) and developing regions (31 per cent) are 
similar in terms of the average shares of women 
researchers. Only one region—the Caucasus and 
Central Asia (45 per cent)—has achieved gender 
parity, defined here as a share of between 45 and 
55 per cent (inclusive) for each sex. Latin Amer-
ica and the Caribbean (44 per cent), South-East-
ern Asia (43 per cent) and Northern Africa (40 
per cent) follow closely. By comparison, the share 
of women researchers is lowest in Eastern Asia 
(18 per cent) and Southern Asia (20 per cent).

Women accounted for less than half of research-
ers in 108 out of 120 countries with available 
data45 in the period 2005–2012. In 53 countries, 
women’s share is less than a third. This is the case 
in 19 out of 30 countries with available data in 
sub-Saharan Africa.

43 UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 2014a. 
44 European Commission, 2013. 
45 Data based on UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 2014b. 

Data shown in the Statistical Annex. http://unstats.
un.org/unsd/gender/worldswomen.html.
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2. Field of research

The current gender distribution of researchers 
in the various fields of science is the cumulative 
result of variations in graduation from tertiary 
education, particularly at the highest level re-
quired for a research career, and in the labour 
market. Figure 3.14 presents the share of women 
among researchers by region in six specific fields 
of science: natural sciences; engineering and 
technology; medical sciences; agricultural sci-
ences; social sciences; and humanities.

Men dominate in all fields of research globally

At the global level, gender disparities reflect the 
advantage men have in participation in all the six 
areas of research. Most regions display the same 
pattern of male domination, with the exception 
of South-Eastern Asia, which has registered par-
ity in participation across all six research fields.

In two fields—medical sciences and humani-
ties—the global share of women is relatively 
higher (42 per cent and 44 per cent, respectively) 

and comes close to parity.46 Several regions dis-
play parity for these two fields. For instance, 
four regions—Latin America and the Caribbean, 
Northern Africa, South-Eastern Asia and West-
ern Asia—show parity in medical sciences. In the 
Caucasus and Central Asia, women are actually 
at an advantage in this field. In addition, more 
than one third of the 67 countries or areas with 
available data in the field of humanities in the 
period 2005 –2012 reported gender parity. In 10 
countries or areas, women represented over 55 
per cent of the total researchers in the humani-
ties, whereas their share was lower than a third 
in 21 countries or areas.

Globally, women’s participation is the lowest in 
engineering and technology (17 per cent). Only 
South-Eastern Asia achieved parity (45 per cent) 
in this field, while in the remaining regions, the 
overwhelming majority of researchers in this 
field are men. Only four countries—Azerbaijan, 
Guatemala, Malaysia and Mongolia—out of 74 

46 Here gender parity is defined as a share of between 45 
and 55 per cent (inclusive) for each sex.

Figure 3.12 
Proportion of tertiary graduates by field of study, women and men, 2005–2012 (latest available)
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with available data for this field recorded par-
ity in the period 2005 –2012.47 In 55 countries, 
men outnumbered women researchers by more 
than two to one. Much remains to be done to 
increase women’s participation in research and 
to strengthen their influence in the science and 
technology agenda.

C. Women in teaching

Teachers represent a key educational resource. 
Trained, qualified and well-motivated teach-
ers are fundamental for an effective learning 
environment and better quality in education. 
The teaching staff has an important role in the 
creation of a gender-sensitive learning and so-
cial environment in which girls and boys are 
treated equally and encouraged to achieve their 
full potential. Policies that promote gender bal-
ance in teaching workforces have been found to 
have a positive impact on access to education and 
completion rates, especially for girls and young 
women.48 The mere presence of female teachers 
is, however, insufficient to ensure that girls enrol 
and complete schooling. In this regard, training 
teachers to be gender sensitive is crucial.

47 Data based on UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 2014b. 
Data shown in the Statistical Annex. http://unstats.
un.org/unsd/gender/worldswomen.html.

48 UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 2010.

Teaching at the primary level is dominated by women

The participation of women in the teaching pro-
fession has increased over the period 1990-2012 
at all levels of education in most regions (figure 
3.15). Women accounted for about two thirds 
of primary school teachers worldwide in 2012, 
up from 56 per cent two decades ago. They con-
stitute the majority of primary school teachers 
in most regions of the world, although the data 
show significant variations across countries. In 
the developed regions as a whole, women teach-
ers accounted for 84 per cent of the primary 
teaching staff in 2012 compared to 58 per cent 
in developing regions. The share was highest in 
the Caucasus and Central Asia at 89 per cent and 
lowest in sub-Saharan Africa at 44 per cent.

In 82 countries out of 164 reporting data for the 
period 2005–2012, the proportion of female pri-
mary school teachers exceeded 75 per cent.49 The 
proportion exceeded 90 per cent in 22 countries, 
while in 15 countries it was less than 30 per cent. 
All but one of these countries was in sub-Saha-
ran Africa. The proportion of women primary 
teaching staff is lower in countries with low levels 
of overall enrolment.

Women’s share in teaching staff declines at successive 
levels of education

The share of women teachers is lower at the post-
primary levels of education. Globally, 52 per cent 
of teachers at the secondary school level were 
women in 2012, up from 48 per cent in 1990. The 
proportion for developing regions as a whole was 
48 per cent, and 63 per cent for developed re-
gions. Regionally, the proportion ranged from 69 
per cent in the Caucasus and Central Asia to 31 
per cent in sub-Saharan Africa. Women teachers 
throughout sub-Saharan Africa are vastly out-
numbered by men. In 16 countries in the region, 
the proportion of female teachers at the second-
ary level was below 20 per cent. Similarly, in the 
majority of Southern Asia countries, including 
Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Bhutan, India and Ne-
pal, women’s share was below half.50

At the tertiary level, most teaching staff in the 
world are men. Women represented 42 per cent 

49 Data based on UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 2014. 
Data shown in the Statistical Annex. http://unstats.
un.org/unsd/gender/worldswomen.html.

50 Ibid.
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Figure 3.13 
Women’s and men’s share of the total number of researchers by region, 2011

Source: UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 2014.
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of teachers at this level globally in 2012. The 
share was about the same in both developing 
and developed regions. Tertiary-level data for 135 
countries reported during the period 2005–2012 
showed that in 110 countries, the proportion 
of women teachers was below 50 per cent. De-
spite this general pattern, there are more women 
teachers than men at the tertiary level in East-
ern Europe (Albania, Belarus, Latvia, Lithuania, 
Republic of Moldova and the Russian Federa-
tion), Latin America and the Caribbean (Aruba, 
Colombia, Cuba, Guyana and Saint Lucia), the 
Caucasus and Central Asia (Armenia, Azerbai-
jan, Georgia, Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan) and 
South-Eastern Asia (Malaysia, Myanmar, the 
Philippines and Thailand).51

51 Ibid.

Figure 3.14 
Share of women among researchers by region and field of science, 2011
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D. Educational outcomes and lifelong 
learning

1. Literacy

Literacy52 is essential for accessing information, 
knowledge and skills, for acquiring the abilities to 
cope with the challenges and complexities of life, 
and to participate fully in society. A lack of lit-
eracy is strongly correlated with poverty and ex-
clusion from social and economic opportunities.

Women make up nearly two thirds of illiterate adults, a 
proportion that has remained unchanged for two decades

In 2012, an estimated 781 million adults aged 15 
and over were illiterate, nearly all (99 per cent) 
of whom were found in developing regions. 
Nearly two thirds of the world’s illiterate adults 
(496 million) were women, a share that has held 
steady since 1990. Women make up more than 
half of the illiterate population in all regions of 
the world. In Eastern and Western Asia, they 
make up nearly three quarters of the illiterate 
population.

52 UNESCO defines literacy as the ability to read, write and 
understand a simple statement related to one’s daily life. 
It involves a continuum of reading and writing skills, and 
often includes basic arithmetic skills or numeracy.
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Adult literacy rates have improved in all regions of the 
world for both women and men

Globally, in the period 1990 –2012, the adult lit-
eracy rate53 for men rose from 82 to 89 per cent, 
and for women from 69 to 80 per cent (figure 
3.16). Northern Africa, sub-Saharan Africa, 
Southern Asia and Western Asia—all regions 
that in 1990 had literacy rates for both sexes sig-
nificantly below global averages—have registered 
gains. Developing regions that had adult literacy 
rates above the global averages in 1990—namely, 
Eastern Asia, Latin America and the Caribbean, 
South-Eastern Asia and the Caucasus and Cen-
tral Asia—have also seen progress, with Eastern 
and South-Eastern Asia showing considerable 
improvement, especially for women. At the coun-
try level, less than 50 per cent of adult women had 
basic literacy skills in 24 out of 158 countries with 
data for 2012 (or the latest year over the period 
2005– 2012). With the exception of Afghanistan, 
Bhutan, Haiti, Nepal and Pakistan, the other 19 
countries were in sub-Saharan Africa. In com-

53 The adult literacy rate is the percentage of the population 
aged 15 and over who are literate.

parison, the rate was less than 50 per cent for 
adult men in 8 out of the 158 countries.54

Gender disparities in adult literacy rates have diminished 
globally, but women are still losing out to men in four 

developing regions

Between 1990 and 2012, the gender gap in adult 
literacy rates decreased in all regions (figure 
3.16). The gap between the global rates for men 
and women was 8 percentage points in 2012, 
down from 13 percentage points in 1990. Devel-
oped regions, Latin America and the Caribbean, 
and the Caucasus and Central Asia have attained 
gender parity in adult literacy, while Eastern 
Asia, South-Eastern Asia and Oceania are close 
to attaining that goal. Gender disparity remains 
a serious concern in Northern Africa, sub-Sa-
haran Africa, Southern Asia and Western Asia, 
where the gender gap was in the range of 10 to 22 
percentage points to the advantage of men. The 
gap in Southern Asia and sub-Saharan Africa 
remains wide and persistent. In Southern Asia, 

54 Data based on UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 2014. 
Data shown in the Statistical Annex. http://unstats.
un.org/unsd/gender/worldswomen.html.
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progress was rapid in the period 1990–2000, but 
only modest gains have been made for women 
since 2000.

Of the 158 countries with data for 2012 (or the 
latest year over the period 2005–2012), 74 at-
tained gender parity in adult literacy, 4 countries 
showed disparities to the disadvantage of men 
and 80 to the disadvantage of women. Women’s 
literacy rates were less than two thirds those of 
men’s in 22 of those countries, four of which are 
located in Southern Asia (Afghanistan, Bhu-
tan, Nepal and Pakistan), one in Western Asia 
(Yemen), and the rest in sub-Saharan Africa.55

The vast majority of young men and women have basic 
reading and writing skills

The vast majority of young people (aged 15 to 24) 
in the world are literate. Over the period 1990– 
2012, the global literacy rate for young women 
rose from 79 to 87 per cent and from 88 to 92 
per cent for young men (figure 3.17). This re-
flects increased participation in formal school-
ing among younger generations. Youth literacy is 
almost universal in the more developed regions, 
in Eastern Asia and in the Caucasus and Cen-
tral Asia; it is close to being universal in Latin 
America and in South-Eastern Asia. In parts of 
the world where many boys and girls do not at-
tend school or drop out, youth literacy rates are 
much lower than global averages. In sub-Saharan 
Africa, where the rates are among the lowest in 
the world, only 64 per cent of young women and 
76 per cent of young men are literate. In Oceania 
and Southern Asia, young men and women have 
attained basic literacy skills at rates significantly 
lower than the global averages for each sex.

From 1990 to 2012, gender gaps in youth literacy 
rates have decreased in all regions that showed 
disparities at the beginning of this period. How-
ever, gender gaps, to the disadvantage of young 
women, remain significant in Northern Africa, 
sub-Saharan Africa, Southern Asia and Western 
Asia, where they range between 4 to 12 percent-
age points in favour of young men.

55 Ibid.

The gender gaps in literacy rates among older persons 
show marked disparities against women

All regions of the world have shown progress 
in literacy for those aged 65 years and older. In 
2012, the global literacy rate for this age group 
was 70 per cent for women and 81 per cent for 
men (figure 3.18). In 1990, the rates were much 
lower, at 56 per cent and 67 per cent, respectively. 
Developed regions and the Caucasus and Cen-
tral Asia were the only regions approaching uni-
versal literacy for this age group in 2012. Latin 
America and the Caribbean was a distant sec-
ond, with 75 per cent and 80 per cent of older 
women and men, respectively. The other regions 
had rates below the global averages for each sex. 
In developing regions as a whole, 51 per cent of 
older women and 72 per cent of older men were 
literate. The vast majority of older persons were 
illiterate in Northern Africa, sub-Saharan Africa 
and Southern Asia, where less than a quarter of 
women and less than half of men were literate.

In 2012, in developing regions as a whole, older 
women barely reached the 1990 literacy levels of 
older men. Among those regions that showed 
a significant gender gap in 1990, Eastern Asia, 
South-Eastern Asia and Western Asia have seen 
rapid progress in closing it. In contrast, Northern 
Africa, sub-Saharan Africa and Southern Asia 
saw a slight widening of the gap over the same 
period, despite rising literacy rates for both men 
and women.

2. Educational attainment in the population

Educational attainment—the highest level of 
education an individual has completed—is a 
measure of human capital and the skills avail-
able in a given population. Whereas current en-
rolment rates only provide information on the 
school population at a given time, educational 
attainment indicates the education level of an 
entire adult population, reflecting long-term 
trends in participation and completion of pri-
mary, secondary and tertiary education. Higher 
levels of educational attainment are reflected in 
the availability of a relatively high level of skills 
and knowledge in the labour force. Progress in 
educational attainment contributes to economic 
growth56 and improved labour market outcomes, 
including in productivity, participation, and in-
come and career progression. Beyond labour 

56 Thévenon and others, 2012.
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markets, a high level of educational attainment 
is also associated with positive social outcomes, 
including improvements in participation and 
representation in government and political 
inf luence,57 volunteering and interpersonal 
trust,58 and the health status and survival of chil-
dren and other family members. Lastly, raising 
educational attainment is a key mechanism for 
the empowerment of women.

Figure 3.19 presents the highest level of educa-
tional attainment among men and women aged 
25 and older as a percentage of respective popula-
tions in each region according to four educational 
levels: “no schooling”, “primary”, “secondary” and 
“tertiary”. There are significant variations in edu-
cational attainment across regions, suggesting a 
strong association with the general level of social 
and economic development. In developed regions, 
where universal primary education has been at-
tained, the proportions of women and men with 
no schooling or whose highest attainment is at the 
primary level are small, while those whose high-
est attainment is at or above the secondary level 
are substantial. Most countries in Eastern Asia, 
Latin America and the Caribbean, South-Eastern 
Asia, Western Asia, and the Caucasus and Central 
Asia display a similar profile. In contrast, in sub-
Saharan Africa and Southern Asia, where the goal 
of universal primary education has not yet been 
achieved, the proportions of women and men 
without schooling or whose highest educational 
attainment is the primary level are significant, 
but modest for those whose highest educational 
attainment is at the secondary or tertiary level.

Gender disparities against women are most evident 
among those with no schooling, particularly  

in sub-Saharan Africa and Southern Asia

Gender differences in the educational attainment 
of women and men aged 25 years or older are the 
starkest for the category of the population with 
no schooling. Some of the largest gaps are found 
in sub-Saharan Africa, where, on average, 44 
per cent of women have never attended school, 
compared to 34 per cent of men. A gender gap 
of more than 15 percentage points in favour of 
men was observed in Benin, Burkina Faso, Chad, 
Ethiopia, Ghana, Malawi, Mali, Senegal, Togo, 
the United Republic of Tanzania and Zimbabwe. 

57 Lopez-Carlos and Zahidi, 2005.
58 OECD, 2013. 

Figure 3.16 
Adult literacy rates (age 15 and over) by sex and region, 1990, 2000 and 2012

Figure 3.17 
Youth literacy rates (age 15 to 24) by sex and region, 1990, 2000 and 2012

Source: UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 2014.
Note: Because literacy data are not collected annually, the Institute for Statistics-UNESCO reports regional and 
global data on literacy rates in reference to census decades. For ease of reading, this chapter refers to data for the 
1985–1994 census decade as data for 1990, and the most recent data, for the 2005–2014 census decade, as data 
for 2012. Regions are listed in ascending order of the literacy rate for women in 2012.

Figure 3.18 
Literacy rates among older persons (age 65 and over) by sex and region, 1990, 2000 
and 2012
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On the other hand, Kenya and Lesotho exhibited 
gender differences to the advantage of women 
among the adult population with no schooling. 
Gender differences are also large in Southern 
Asia. There, 34 per cent of women on average 
have no education at all, compared to 25 per 
cent of men. In Pakistan, 64 per cent of women 
have never attended school, 29 percentage points 
higher than for men. In Bangladesh, more than 
57 per cent of women have no education, com-
pared to 45 per cent of men. In the Western 
Asian countries of Bahrain, Jordan, Oman and 
the Syrian Arab Republic, gender gaps over 10 
percentage points were recorded, all in favour of 
men. Some countries in South-Eastern Asia also 
showed moderate gender gaps in the range of 5 to 
10 percentage points in favour of men.

Over a quarter of the adult population in devel-
oping regions has not completed education be-
yond the primary level. Primary education is the 
highest level of attainment for over 30 per cent of 
women and men in Latin America and the Car-
ibbean, sub-Saharan Africa, Southern Asia, and 
South-Eastern and Western Asia. In the case of 
South-Eastern Asia, 43 per cent of women and 40 
per cent of men have attained education only up 
to the primary grades. The corresponding figures 
for sub-Saharan Africa are 32 per cent and 34 
per cent of women and men, respectively. On the 
other hand, in developed regions, as well as in 
Eastern Asia and the Caucasus and Central Asia, 
the proportions are less than 20 per cent for both 
women and men.

Secondary education is the highest educational level 
attained by most women and men across both developed 

and developing regions

Compared to other levels of education, sec-
ondary education is the level attained by most 
adults across both developed and developing 
regions. Worldwide, the average is 49 per cent 
of women and 54 per cent of men. In the Cauca-
sus and Central Asia, for nearly three quarters 
of both men and women secondary education is 
the highest level of educational attainment. In 
developed regions and Eastern Asia, more than 
half of adult women and men have attained that 
education level, and is the most common high-
est education level achieved for about 4 in 10 
men and women in Latin America and the Car-
ibbean, South-Eastern Asia and Western Asia. 
Twenty-two per cent (one in five) of women in 
sub-Saharan Africa on average have some sec-
ondary education, compared to 29 per cent of 
men. Secondary education is also the highest 
level of attainment for 26 per cent of women and 
33 per cent of men in Southern Asia, whereas in 
Bangladesh, Maldives and Pakistan, the number 
is less than 25 per cent. These countries display 
a gender gap in the range of 3 to 21 percentage 
points, revealing moderate to severe educational 
disadvantages for women.

On average, 18 per cent of adult women and 
men globally have attained tertiary education. 
Tertiary education is most common in the de-
veloped regions, Eastern Asia and the Caucasus 
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Figure 3.19 
Distribution of population aged 25 and over by sex, region and the highest level of education attained, 
2005–2012 (latest available)

Source: Computed by the United 
Nations Statistics Division based 
on data from the UNESCO Institute 
for Statistics, 2014.
Note: Unweighted averages for 
regions with data for at least three 
countries. The educational attain-
ment category of “no schooling” 
refers to all persons who have at-
tended less than one grade at the 
primary level; “primary” comprises 
those who completed primary ed-
ucation (ISCED 1) or at least one 
grade of primary; “secondary” rep-
resents those who attended lower 
secondary (ISCED 2), upper sec-
ondary (ISCED 3) or post-second-
ary non-tertiary (ISCED 4); and 
“tertiary” comprises those who 
attended any tertiary education 
level (ISCED 5-6). The population 
whose education level is unknown 
has been proportionately distrib-
uted over the four categories of 
educational attainment. Regions 
are listed in descending order of 
the percentage of women with no 
schooling.



The World's Women 201584

and Central Asia, where more than one in five 
of men and women have attended or graduated 
from post-secondary education. Tertiary educa-
tion is least common in sub-Saharan Africa and 
Southern Asia, where those who have attained 
post-secondary education constitute only a small 
minority of the population.

3. Adult education

UNESCO defines adult education as “education 
specifically targeting adults to improve their 
technical or professional qualifications, further 
develop their abilities, enrich their knowledge 
with the purpose to complete a level of formal 
education, or to acquire knowledge, skills and 
competencies in a new field or to refresh or up-
date their knowledge in a particular field.”59 
Adult education programmes are extremely 
diverse60 and may differ in terms of objectives, 
focus, target groups, content, pedagogy and 
scale. In the more developed countries, adult 
education tends to be more focused on the en-
hancement of skills, while in the less developed 
countries the emphasis is more on literacy pro-
grammes and the completion of basic educa-
tion. Providers are also very diverse, consisting 
of governments, non-governmental organiza-
tions, local communities and employers. Adult 
learning can play an important role in helping 
adult men and women to re-enter the labour 
market, and provide skills to meet the needs of 
a changing social and economic context, or new 
knowledge and skills to enhance employment 
opportunities, including self-employment and 
entrepreneurship. Adult learning can also con-
tribute to non-economic goals, such as personal 
fulfilment, improved health, civic participation, 
social inclusion, volunteerism and traditional 
knowledge.

59 UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 2014a.  
60 Adult education may encompass formal and non-formal 

education and training, including: continuing educa-
tion; recurrent education; equivalency or second chance 
education; professional development; literacy and post-
literacy programmes; adult basic education; ICT train-
ing; religious, cultural and political education; technical, 
vocational and entrepreneurship education and training; 
income-generation programmes; and other programmes 
focusing on life skills, livelihoods and community devel-
opment. 

In most European Union countries, women participate 
slightly more than men in adult education

Available data61 from a 2013 European Union 
(EU) survey62 on adult lifelong learning involv-
ing 28 countries showed that the average par-
ticipation rate in adult education and training 
among the 25 to 64 age group, regardless of the 
respondent’s level of education, stood at 11 per 
cent for women and 10 per cent for men (figure 
3.20). Those figures were only slightly higher 
than the corresponding figures for 2004. Par-
ticipation in adult education and training varied 
considerably across countries. Denmark had the 
highest participation rate (27 per cent of women 
and 36 per cent of men), while at the opposite 
extreme, Bulgaria had only 2 per cent of women 
and men who were engaged in adult education. 
In most countries, women were more likely to 
participate in learning activities than men, ex-
cept in Germany, Greece and Romania; however, 
the sex differential in participation rates in those 
countries was small.

Adults with already high levels of education participate 
in adult learning at a higher rate than those with lower 

educational attainment

The data show a strong positive relationship—
consistent across countries—between participa-
tion in adult education and the level of educa-
tional attainment. Adults with already high levels 
of education participate at a higher rate, while 
those with lower levels participate at a lower rate 
(figure 3.20). There are a number of reasons to 
explain this. For one, demand for training might 
be higher among individuals with higher levels 
of education because they already have the skills 
that facilitate learning, and are more likely to be 
in jobs that demand ongoing training. Regard-
less of the educational level, in most countries, 

61 Because of the large variation in adult learning pro-
grammes and the lack of a common understanding 
about which categories of learning activities should be 
included, this section is limited to statistics on participa-
tion in adult education only for those countries that take 
part in the annual European Union Labour Force Survey 
and those that participated in UNESCO’s Regional Pro-
ject for Education in Latin America and the Caribbean 
(PRELAC).

62 The European Union Labour Force Survey (LFS) pro-
vides annual results for the indicator “lifelong learning” 
(defined as the participation of people aged 25 to 64 in 
education and training) used for regular EU policy mon-
itoring. The reference period for participation in educa-
tion and training is the four weeks prior to the interview.
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women’s participation rates are higher than 
those of men. Gaps between women’s and men’s 
participation rates are significant in the group 
with tertiary education. For lower educational 
attainment levels, gaps between women and men 
are smaller or insignificant.

In Latin America and the Caribbean, women constitute the 
majority of participants in adult education programmes

In Latin America and the Caribbean, women 
constitute the majority of participants in adult 
education. However, participation and comple-
tion vary widely across countries. In 11 out of 
13 countries with available data, the women’s 
share exceeded that of men’s in adult literacy 
programmes.63 In the case of primary education 
for adults, a similar gender pattern is observed. 
Participation in lower and upper secondary  
education programmes for adults show stronger 
gender parity64 in most countries with data. The 
proportion of women and men participating in 
lower secondary education is in the range of 45 to 
55 per cent in 8 out of 16 countries with data. The 
corresponding figure is 10 out of 14 countries for 
upper secondary education. Where participation 
is out of the parity range, women tend to partici-
pate at a higher rate than men in both lower and 
upper secondary education.65

63 Data based on UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 2014c. 
Data shown in the Statistical Annex. http://unstats.
un.org/unsd/gender/worldswomen.html.

64 Gender parity is defined here as a share of between 45 
and 55 per cent (inclusive) for each sex.

65 Data based on UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 2014c. 
Data shown in the Statistical Annex. http://unstats.
un.org/unsd/gender/worldswomen.html.
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Figure 3.20 
Adult education and training participation rates in 28 European Union countries  
by sex and level of educational attainment, 2004 and 2013

Source: EUROSTAT database, 2014. http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/data/database (accessed 5 December 2014).
Note: The annual European Union Labour Force Survey collects statistics on lifelong learning for the population 
aged 25 to 64 years. The reference period for participation is four weeks prior to the survey. 
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Chapter 4

Work

Introduction

Women constitute roughly half of the global 
population and thus, potentially, half of its work 
force. As a group, women do as much work as 
men, if not more. However, the types of work 
they do, as well as the conditions under which 
they work and their access to opportunities for 
advancement, differ from that of men. Women 
work less than men in the labour market but more 
within households on domestic activities. In the 
labour market, women are more disadvantaged 
than men: They are more likely to be unemployed; 
less likely to be employed as wage and salaried 
workers in most developing regions; and are more 
likely to work as contributing family workers who 
typically do not receive a monetary income. Their 
work is concentrated in sectors and occupations 
that tend to have low pay, is subject to long hours 

and carries no social protections. Women are less 
likely to hold managerial positions, and earn less 
than men everywhere.

The Beijing Platform for Action identifies wom-
en’s role in the economy as a critical area of con-
cern, and calls attention to the need to promote 
and facilitate their equal access to employment 
and resources, improved employment condi-
tions, as well as the harmonization of work and 
family responsibilities for women and men.1

Some progress has been made since 1995 in 
women’s position in the labour market, as well 
as in the equal sharing of family responsibilities. 
Women aged 25 and older have increased their 

1 United Nations, 1995.

Key findings

•	 Globally, about three quarters of men and half of women participate in the labour force; the gender gap 
in participation has narrowed in only some regions and remains widest in Northern Africa, Western Asia 
and Southern Asia.

•	 Since 1995, both young women and men (aged 15 to 24) have experienced a large decline in labour force 
participation. Women aged 25 or older, however, recorded an increase of participation in most regions. 

•	 Women’s unemployment rate remains higher than men’s in most countries, and the differences remain 
substantial. 

•	 Vulnerable employment—that is, own-account and contributing family work—constitutes half of women’s 
and men’s employment globally, but is most common in Africa and Asia, especially among women.

•	 Women predominate in the services sector of employment, especially in education, health and social work, 
and private households as employers.

•	 The occupational segregation of women and men continues to be deeply embedded in all regions.

•	 Women earn less than men across all sectors and occupations, with women working full-time earning 
between 70 and 90 per cent of what men earn in most countries. 

•	 Women spend, on average, three hours more per day than men on unpaid work in developing countries and 
two hours more per day than men in developed countries; when all work—paid and unpaid—is considered, 
women work longer hours than men.

•	 Over half of countries offer at least 14 weeks maternity leave and the proportion has increased over the 
past 20 years.

•	 Paternity leave is becoming more common— 48 per cent of countries have provisions on paternity leave 
in 2013, compared to 27 per cent in 1994.
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participation in the labour force in most regions. 
They are currently more likely than in the past to 
be employed as wage and salaried workers and 
less likely to be contributing family workers. Al-
though women still do not earn as much as men, 
evidence from many developed countries has 
shown signs that the gender gap in pay is narrow-
ing. More countries have adopted measures to 

provide maternity leave to help strengthen wom-
en’s attachment to the labour market. Measures 
are also being instituted to grant paternity leave, 
which helps to promote greater involvement of 
fathers in childcare and hence more equal shar-
ing of family responsibilities. Indeed, the gender 
difference in the sharing of those responsibilities 
has narrowed over time.

Box 4.1 
Gaps in gender statistics on work

Monitoring the status and progress of women 
and men in the area of work requires reliable 
and timely data on labour force and on time use. 
However, national capacity for producing these 
data is far from satisfactory.a 

As shown in the following table, since 2005, 
slightly more than 60 per cent of countries pro-
vided data on labour force participation and un-
employment by sex for at least two years. Half 
of the countries have employment data disag-

gregated by sex which are further disaggregated 
by status in employment and by occupation for 
at least two years; only 40 per cent have data on 
earnings by sex since 2005. When an additional 
two data points are required for an earlier period 
(1995–2004), the proportion of countries that 
have such data is lower, especially for data on 
earnings. The divide between developing and 
developed countries in terms of data availability 
is significant across all labour force indicators.

Proportion of countries that reported main labour force indicators by sex, developed and developing 
countries

Labour force 
participation rate 

Unemployment 
rate

Employment by status 
in employment 

Employment 
by occupation Earnings

At least 2 data points in 2005–2014

All countries 64 64 55 50 39

Developing countries 53 53 42 37 30

Developed countries 100 98 98 93 70

At least 2 data points in 1995–2004 and 2005–2014

All countries 59 60 47 44 17

Developing countries 49 51 34 31 13

Developed countries 93 89 89 89 28

The production of time-use statistics has been 
increasingly integrated into regular social statis-
tics programmes in many countries. Since 2005, 
75 countries (38 per cent) have collected time-
use statistics through a time-use survey or have 
included a time-use module in a multipurpose 
household survey; time use statistics are available 
at the international level for 67 of them. 

Even with regular surveys on labour force and 
time use, accurate measurement of women’s 
work remains a challenge. Work activities such as 

subsistence agriculture are often underestimated 
or excluded, for reasons such as limitation of data 
sources, gender-based stereotypes, and concepts 
and definitions adopted in data collection. “Work 
activities”, which were re-defined by the Interna-
tional Conference of Labour Statisticians in 2013 
to include all forms of work, including unpaid do-
mestic and care work performed by women and 
girls in households, could help in better measur-
ing and understanding the full range of work car-
ried out by women (box 4.3).

a The assessment of national 
capacity to produce the nec-
essary data for gender anal-
ysis carried out in this sec-
tion is only based on national 
data that were either reported 
to the international statisti-
cal system or accessible in na-
tional reports and databases. 
The analysis described in the 
chapter, however, is based on 
both national data and inter-
national estimates. 
Source: Statistics on labour 
force data availability were 
compiled by the United Na-
tions Statistics Division, based 
on the International Labour 
Office, 2014a, ILOStat database 
and International Labour Of-
fice, 2014b, Key Indicators of 
the Labour Market, 8th edition 
(accessed January 2015).
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A. Women and men in the labour force

1. Labour force participation

Globally, the gender gap in labour force participation 
remains very large

Globally, men are much more likely than women 
to participate in the labour force.2 In 2015, 77 per 
cent of men and 50 per cent of women of working 
age were in the labour force (figure 4.1).3 Women’s 
labour force participation rate remained steady at 
52 per cent from 1995 to 2006, declined to 50 per 
cent in 2010, and is projected to remain at that 
level in 2015. Labour force participation for men 
declined steadily from 80 per cent in 1995 to 77 
per cent in 2010, and has remained unchanged. 
The gender gap in labour force participation nar-
rowed only marginally over the past 20 years due 
to the slightly larger decline in men’s labour force 
participation rate than that of women (for con-
cepts related to the labour force, see box 4.2).

The gender gap in labour force participation has narrowed 
in most regions, but remains large 

The labour force participation rates of women 
and men vary greatly across regions. In 2015, 
women’s labour force participation rates were 30 
per cent or lower in Northern Africa, Western 
Asia and Southern Asia and below 50 per cent 
in Southern Europe. In the other regions of the 
world, women’s rates were between 50 and 70 per 
cent. In contrast, men’s labour force participa-
tion rates ranged less widely, from 62 per cent in 
Southern Europe to 82 per cent in South-Eastern 
Asia (figure 4.2).

Trends in the labour force participation of 
women and men also varied markedly by re-
gion. Over the past two decades, all regions ex-
cept Eastern and Southern Asia showed some in-
crease in women’s participation rates. The most 
notable increases were recorded in Latin America 
and the Caribbean and Southern Europe, where 
participation rates of women increased by 8 per-
centage points. In contrast, women’s labour force 
participation decreased in Eastern and Southern 
Asia (figure 4.2), mainly due to patterns observed 

2 Labour force participation rate is calculated as the propor-
tion of persons in the labour force—employed and unem-
ployed—among working age population.

3 ILO, Estimates and Projections of the Economically 
Active Population (EAPEP), 2013 edition (April 2014 
update). Data for 2014 and 2015 for the global level are 
projections.

in China and India where, between 1995 and 
2013, women’s participation in the labour force 
declined from 72 to 64 per cent and from 35 to 
27 per cent, respectively.4

The labour force participation rates of men re-
vealed different trends than those for women. 
They increased slightly in the Caucasus and Cen-
tral Asia and in Oceania, remained unchanged 
in Eastern Europe, and declined in the other 
regions. The sharpest decline was recorded in 
Eastern Asia, where the participation rate fell by 
more than 6 percentage points (figure 4.2).

As a result, the difference between the labour 
force participation of women and men has nar-
rowed in most regions. The largest decline was 
observed in Latin America and the Caribbean 
and Southern Europe. Yet, in no region was 
women’s labour force participation rate equal 
to that of men. In Eastern Asia, Oceania, and 
sub-Saharan Africa women’s participation in 
the labour force is the highest among all regions 
(around 65 per cent), but is still about 10 percent-
age points lower than men’s (around 75 per cent). 
The regions with the largest gender gap, at over 
50 percentage points in 2015, remained the same 
over the past two decades—Northern Africa, 
Western Asia and Southern Asia.

Labour force participation across age groups

Age patterns of labour force participation are 
shaped differently across regions and countries. 
Labour force participation of young women and 
men (aged 15 to 24) is generally low (figure 4.3) 

4 International Labour Office, 2014b, table 1a (accessed 
December 2014). The regional aggregates for labour force 
participation rates are averages weighted by the popula-
tion in individual countries.
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Figure 4.1 
Estimated and projected global labour force participation rate,  
persons aged 15+ years, by sex, 1995 to 2015

Source: ILO, Estimates and Pro-
jections of the Economically Active 
Population (EAPEP), 2013 edition 
(April 2014 update).
Note: 2014 and 2015 figures are 
projections.
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and reflects the availability and differential ac-
cess to educational opportunities as well as the 
capacity of the labour market to integrate new 
cohorts of graduates. During prime working 
ages (25 to 54 years), labour force participation 
is typically the highest, indicating availability of 
opportunities for employment as well as differ-
ences in the roles and responsibilities of women 
and men in childbearing and caring. Finally, 
labour force participation among older workers 
(55 to 64 years and 65 years and over) is low and 
reflects existing retirement policies, access to 
social safety nets for older persons as well as at-
titudes towards retirement and staying actively 
engaged in later years.

The gender gap in labour force participation is 
considerable at all ages, except the young adult years

As shown in figure 4.3, women’s labour force 
participation is lower than that of men at all 
stages of the life cycle. The narrowest gender 
gap is in the young adult years (ages 15 to 24), 
while the widest gap is generally during prime 
working ages (25 to 54 years). The gender gaps 
narrow slowly thereafter and tail off at the older 
ages without totally disappearing. Even after 
retirement age, men tend to stay more active 
than women. Northern Africa and Western and 
Southern Asia have the widest gender gap across 
all age groups. (figure 4.3).

Oceania

Sub-Saharan Africa

Eastern Asia

South-Eastern Asia

Caucasus and Central Asia

Other developed regions

Latin America and the Caribbean

Eastern Europe

Southern Europe

Southern Asia

Western Asia

Northern Africa
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Per cent

Women Men 2015 1995

Figure 4.2 
Labour force participation rate, persons aged 15+ years, by sex and region, 1995 
and 2015

Source: ILO, Estimates and Projections of the Economically Active Population (EAPEP), 2013 edition (April 2014 
update).
Note: Other developed regions include countries in Northern and Western Europe, as well as Australia, Canada, 
Japan, New Zealand, and the United States. 2015 figures are projections.

Box 4.2 
Definitions used in labour force, employment 
and unemployment statistics

The statistics presented in this chapter on the la-
bour force, employment and unemployment are 
based on concepts and definitions laid out in the 
resolution adopted by the 13th International Con-
ference of Labour Statisticians in 1982. 

Accordingly: “Labour force” comprises all persons 
above a specified minimum age of either sex who 
furnish, or are available to furnish, the supply of 
labour for the production of goods and services 
included in the System of National Accounts (SNA) 
production boundary, during a specified time refer-
ence period, usually one week or one day. The SNA 
production boundary includes the production of 
goods and services for the market (for pay or profit); 
some types of non-market production (such as ser-
vices provided by governments and nonprofit insti-
tutions); and own-account production of all goods 
that are retained by their producers for their own 
final use (production and processing of primary 
products for own consumption, such as subsistance 
agriculture, own-account construction and other 
production of fixed assets for own use). It excludes 
services produced by a household for its own use, 
such as cleaning, cooking, caring for houshold 
members and volunteer community services.

“Employed” comprises all persons above a speci-
fied age who, during the short reference period, 
either worked for pay or profit or contributed to 
a family business (farm and non-farm) without re-
ceiving any remuneration, or produced/processed 
products/goods for their own (or their family’s) 
consumption.

“Unemployed” comprises all persons above a spec-
ified age, who, during a specified reference period:

•	 Did not have any work/job—that is, were not 
employed.

•	 Were currently available for work—that is, 
were available for paid employment or self-
employment.

•	 Were seeking work—that is, had taken specific 
steps in a specified recent period to seek paid 
employment or self-employment (this condition 
is relaxed in situations where the conventional 
means of seeking employment are not relevant).

These international standards used by countries 
to produce their statistics on the labour force, em-
ployment and unemployment have been recently 
replaced. In October 2013, the 19th International 
Conference of Labour Statisticians adopted a reso-
lution concerning statistics of work, employment 
and labour underutilitzation (see box 4.3 for more 
details). Activities to implement the new standards 
are currently under way in a number of countries, 
and updated data are expected in the coming years.

Source: Hussmanns, Mehran and Verma, 1990, chapters 2 
and 3; ILO, 1982.
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Young women and men (aged 15 to 24) are entering the 
labour market later

Labour force participation among young women 
and men (aged 15 to 24) is generally low, as 
many of them are still pursuing education at 
upper secondary or tertiary levels. Currently, 
Northern Africa and Western Asia remain the 
regions with the lowest labour force participa-
tion rate of young women, at around 18 per cent. 
Young women in Eastern Europe, Southern Asia, 
Southern Europe and the Caucasus and Central 

Asia participate at a level of between 20 and 40 
per cent. In the other regions, the participation 
of young women ranges from 40 to 53 per cent 
(figure 4.3). For young men, Southern Europe 
has the lowest labour force participation rate (36 
per cent), followed by Eastern Europe, Northern 
Africa and Western Asia, where the rate is be-
tween 40 and 50 per cent. The rate among young 
men in other regions is above 50 per cent, with 
the highest rate recorded in Latin America and 
the Caribbean (62 per cent).

Figure 4.3 
Labour force participation rates by age group and sex, 1995 and 2013

Source: Calculated by the United 
Nations Statistics Division based 
on data from the International La-
bour Office, 2014b. Key Indicators 
of the Labour Market, 8th edition, 
table 1a (accessed January 2015).
Note: Other developed regions 
include countries in Northern and 
Western Europe, as well as Aus-
tralia, Canada, Japan, New Zealand, 
and the United States.
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For most regions, labour force participation rates 
for women and men aged 15 to 24 have declined 
since 1995, contributing to the slight decline in 
the overall global rate. For young adults, the de-
cline may be linked to either expanding educa-
tional opportunities for young women and men5 
or a growing proportion of young people who are 
neither pursing education nor engaged in employ-
ment and are not seeking and available for work. 
The largest decline for young women occurred 
in Eastern Asia, with a decline of 21 percentage 
points. Young women in Eastern and Southern 
Europe also registered a 10-percentage-point 
decline in labour force participation. For young 
men, the most notable decrease was recorded 
in Eastern Asia, with a 16 percentage points de-
crease, followed by Southern Asia and Southern 
Europe, where labour force participation of young 
men declined by at least 10 percentage points. 

In most regions, a higher proportion of women aged 25 to 
54 are participating in the labour force than in the past

Women and men reach their peak in labour force 
participation between the ages of 25 and 54. In 
most regions, the participation rate for women 
aged 25 to 54 ranged between 65 and 85 per cent 
in 2013. Women in Northern Africa, and West-
ern and Southern Asia, however, participated at 
a much lower rate—around 30 per cent. For men 
of that age group, the rate is above 80 per cent in 
all regions (figure 4.3).

Between 1995 and 2013, labour force participa-
tion rates for women and men in their prime 
working ages showed different trends. For men, 
participation rates remained constant or de-
clined slightly over the past two decades across 
most regions. By comparison, women experi-
enced an increase in labour force participation in 
many regions except Eastern and Southern Asia 
and Eastern Europe and the Caucasus and Cen-
tral Asia (showing a slight decrease) (figure 4.3). 
A large increase in women’s participation was 
observed in Latin America and the Caribbean 
and Southern Europe (10 percentage points or 
more). In Latin America and the Caribbean, the 
increase seems to be associated with additional 
education and changes in family formation—that 
is, later marriage and lower fertility levels,6 while 
in Southern Europe, it may be related to changes 
in attitudes towards women’s participation in the 

5 International Labour Office, 2008a.
6 Chioda, Garcia-Verdú and Muñoz Boudet, 2011.

labour market in countries with traditionally low 
women’s participation, and to labour market re-
forms aimed at improving work flexibility and in-
creasing fiscal/tax benefits for working women.7

In contrast, a notable decline in labour force par-
ticipation was observed for women aged 25 to 54 
in Southern and Eastern Asia from 1995 to 2013 
(figure 4.3), dominated by declines in India and 
China. In India, where women lack job oppor-
tunities because of occupational segregation, job 
growth disproportionately benefited men. That, 
along with a change in the measurement meth-
odology between survey rounds and, to a lesser 
extent, an increase in household incomes that re-
duced the need for women from wealthy families 
to work, have contributed to the decline.8 

In the case of China, significantly fewer govern-
ment-sponsored childcare facilities may have 
contributed to the decline in women’s labour 
force participation rate. The proportion of more 
affordable state-owned and community-based 
childcare centres decreased from 86 per cent in 
1997 to 34 per cent in 2009.9 Studies also showed 
that the restructuring of the state-owned sector 
of the economy in the late 1990s resulted in large 
layoffs and early retirement for urban workers, 
affecting women and older workers dispropor-
tionately.10

Older women workers currently remain longer in the 
labour market

Between the ages of 55 and 64, both women and 
men participate in the labour force at a much 
lower level compared to those aged 25 to 54. In 
2013, the participation rate of women aged 55 to 
64 was the lowest in Northern Africa and West-
ern Asia (15 per cent), followed by Southern Asia 
at 27 per cent. The highest participation rate for 
women in this age group was in sub-Saharan 
Africa (66 per cent), followed by a slightly lower 
rate (57 to 59 per cent) in Oceania, South-Eastern 
Asia and the developed regions except Eastern 
and Southern Europe. In other regions, labour 
force participation for women aged 55 to 64 
ranged from 36 to 50 per cent. The rates for men 
aged 55 to 64 ranged from 55 to 85 per cent, with 
the highest levels recorded in Southern Asia, 
South-Eastern Asia and sub-Saharan Africa, at 
above 80 per cent. 

  7 Cipollone, Patacchini and Vallanti, 2013.
  8 Kapsos, Silberman and Bourmpoula, 2014.
  9 China Ministry of Education, 2014; Du and Dong, 2013.
10 Giles, Park and Cai, 2006.
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In all regions, except Oceania, Southern and 
Western Asia, labour force participation in-
creased for older women during the period 1995–
2013. The largest increase was recorded in Eastern 
Europe, Southern Europe and the other devel-
oped regions, as well as in Latin America and the 
Caribbean (figure 4.3). The prolonged time people 
remain in the labour market in more recent years 
can be attributed in part to changes in national 
policies on retirement and pension systems.11

National policies encouraging longer working 
lives for both women and men at older ages, 
through higher statutory retirement ages and 
pension reforms, have been in place in many de-
veloped countries. This has been reflected in up-
ward trends in the effective retirement age12 since 
the mid-1990s among Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development (OECD) mem-
ber States and non-OECD European Union (EU) 
countries.13 It is also noteworthy that the trend of 
raising the statutory retirement age, which affects 
women more than men, will eventually lead to a 
higher and equal retirement age for both sexes. 
Among the 25 European countries with plans for 
a statutory retirement age, 14 had unequal legal 
retirement ages in 2012 and this number is ex-
pected to be reduced to 8 by 2030.14

From 1995 to 2013, labour force participation 
for men aged 55 to 64 decreased in 7 out of 12 
regions, with the largest decrease observed in 
Northern Africa, where the participation for male 
workers in that age group declined from 79 per 
cent to 62 per cent (figure 4.3). The decline was 
registered in a number of countries in the region, 
including Algeria, Egypt, Morocco and Tunisia. 
Egypt, however, recorded the largest decline in 
older men’s labour force participation (a drop of 
23 percentage points, from 88 per cent in 1995 to 
65 per cent in 2013).15 Such a drop in participation 
could be associated with the implementation of 
the Economic Reform and Structural Adjustment 
Programme in Egypt that aimed to downsize 
public sector employment by encouraging early 
retirement of public sector employees.16

11 International Labour Office, 2001; Council of Europe, 
2012; OECD, 2013a.

12 The effective age of retirement is defined as the average age 
of exit from the labour force during a five-year period. A 
more in-depth explanation can be found in OECD, 2013a.

13 OECD, 2013a.
14 Council of Europe, 2012.
15 International Labour Office, 2014b, table 1a (accessed 

January 2015).
16 Selwaness, 2009. The programme became fully func-

tional in 1996.

Women and men remain active after retirement age

The participation of women and men in the la-
bour force further declines after they reach age 
65, although a certain percentage of both sexes 
remain active. In 2013, women in sub-Saharan 
Africa were more likely to remain in the labour 
force after age 65 (41 per cent) compared to 
women in other regions, due to their heavy par-
ticipation in subsistence agriculture. In South-
Eastern Asia and Oceania, 25 per cent and 35 
per cent of women aged 65 or over, respectively, 
participated in the labour force. In the other re-
gions, the participation rate for women in that 
age group was below 20 per cent (figure 4.3). In 
most regions, the labour force participation for 
men aged 65 and older ranged from 20 to 50 per 
cent. The exceptions include Eastern Europe, 
Southern Europe, and other developed regions, 
where men at that age participated less (less than 
20 per cent), and sub-Saharan Africa, where men 
participated at a much higher level (63 per cent).

For women aged 65 and over, changes in labour 
force participation between 1995 and 2013 were 
smaller in all regions. The participation of men 
in this age group has also been stable over time 
in most regions, except in Northern Africa and 
Western Asia, where it declined by more than 10 
percentage points. 

2. Unemployment

Total unemployment

Women’s unemployment rates remain higher than men’s 
in most countries

Unemployment rates17 in many countries around 
the world clustered under 10 per cent for both 
women and men aged 15 and above in 2013 
(figure 4.4). For most countries (121 out of 177 
countries with data), the unemployment rate for 
women was higher than that for men. In particu-
lar, women in Northern Africa and Western Asia 
experienced much higher unemployment rates 
than men. Out of 11 countries where women’s 
unemployment rates were at least 10 percentage 
points higher than men’s, 7 were from Northern 
Africa and Western Asia. A number of countries 
(52) recorded lower unemployment rates for 
women than for men, but only by a small degree. 

17 Percentage of people in the labour force who are unem-
ployed.
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The highest unemployment rates of women were 
found in many countries in Northern Africa and 
Western Asia, Southern Europe, and in sub-Sa-
haran Africa; for men, unemployment was high-
est in many countries in Southern Europe and in 
selected countries in sub-Saharan Africa. 

In terms of trends, since 1995, the gender gap in 
unemployment has remained relatively constant 
in all regions, with the exception of Southern 
Europe and Western Asia. The increase in West-
ern Asia (from 4 to 9 percentage points) was due 
to a larger increase in the unemployment rate 
for women than for men, while Southern Europe 
experienced the opposite trend, a decreased gen-
der gap (from 7 to 4 percentage points) due to a 
higher increase in unemployment among men.18

Youth unemployment

Unemployment is highest among young women and men

In all regions, unemployment is more prevalent 
among young persons aged 15 to 24 than among 
adults aged 25 and older. Higher unemployment 
among young people, especially women, can be 
attributed to several factors, including the lack 

18 Analysis conducted by the United Nations Statistics Di-
vision based on the ILO, Estimates and Projections of the 
Economically Active Population (EAPEP), 2013 edition 
(April 2014 update).

of needed work skills due to limited job expe-
rience and a mismatch between young women 
and men’s skill supply and labour market de-
mand.19 In many countries, the gains in educa-
tion have outpaced economic development and 
the demands of the labour market. Women are 
particularly susceptible to skills mismatch due to 
the fields of study they favour, such as education 
and humanities and arts (see Chapter 3 on Edu-
cation). Finally, in countries where public sec-
tor jobs are associated with higher social status, 
stability and even better pay, young women and 
men may choose to be unemployed until a public 
sector job is available.20

In 2015, unemployment rates for young women 
and young men were twice or even three times 
higher than for adults in the majority of the 
regions analysed (figure 4.5). The Caribbean, 
Northern Africa, Southern Europe, and Western 
Asia have the highest unemployment rates for 
young people and some of the largest disparities 
between them and other adult workers.

The difference between the youth and adult un-
employment rate has been relatively stable over 
the past 20 years in most regions.21 A few excep-
tions, however, stand out. From 1995 to 2015, the 
unemployment rate among young women rose, 
for example, from 45 per cent to 54 per cent in 
Northern Africa, and from 22 per cent to 36 
per cent in Western Asia. Changes in the past 
20 years in adult women’s unemployment rates 
in both regions, however, have been small. Dur-
ing the same period, in Southern Europe, young 
men experienced a 12-percentage-point increase 
in the unemployment rate (from 30 per cent to 
42 per cent), compared to an increase of 7 per-
centage points among adult men. Such increase, 
for both youth and adult men in the region, oc-
curred only after 2007 and may be linked to the 
recent economic and financial crisis.22

19 International Labour Office, 2008a; International La-
bour Office, 2013a.

20 International Labour Office, 2008a.
21 Analysis conducted by the United Nations Statistics Di-

vision based on the ILO, Estimates and Projections of the 
Economically Active Population (EAPEP), 2013 edition 
(April 2014 update).

22 A recent study has shown that the unemployment of 
both adult and youth has been affected by the economic 
and financial crisis, and youth in many countries have 
been affected disproportionally (O’Higgins, 2010).

Figure 4.4 
Unemployment rates of women and men, aged 15+ years, 2013

Source: Compiled by the United Nations Statistics Division based on data from the International Labour Office, 
2014b. Key Indicators of the Labour Market, 8th edition, table 9a (accessed October 2014).
Note: Other developing regions include countries in Eastern Asia, Latin America and the Caribbean, Oceania, 
South-Eastern Asia , Southern Asia and the Caucasus and Central Asia. Other developed regions include coun-
tries in Northern and Western Europe, as well as Australia, Canada, Japan, New Zealand, and the United States.
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Unemployment rates are higher for young women  
than young men in most regions

In 2015, young women are more likely to be 
unemployed than young men in all regions ex-
cept Eastern Asia and developed regions other 
than Eastern and Southern Europe, where youth 
unemployment among women is slightly lower 
than that for men. At the other end of the spec-
trum, high gender differentials are found in 

Northern Africa (where 54 per cent of young 
women are unemployed compared to 25 per 
cent of young men), Western Asia (36 per cent of 
young women versus 22 per cent of young men), 
and the Caribbean (27 per cent of young women 
versus 17 per cent of young men). In contrast, 
the unemployment rates for young women and 
men in Southern Europe are roughly the same, 
though both are still high, at above 40 per cent 
(figure 4.5).

Figure 4.5 
Unemployment rates of adults (aged 25+ years) and youth (aged 15 to 24 years), by region and sex, 2015

Source: ILO, Estimates and Pro-
jections of the Economically Active 
Population (EAPEP), 2013 edition 
(April 2014 update).
Note: Other developed regions 
include countries in Northern and 
Western Europe, as well as Aus-
tralia, Canada, Japan, New Zealand, 
and the United States. 2015 figures 
are projections.
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Box 4.3 
New standards for measuring work, employment and labour underutilization

The resolution concerning statistics of work, employ-
ment and labour underutilization, adopted by the 
19th International Conference of Labour Statisticians 
in 2013, provides new standards to be used by coun-
tries to produce statistics on the labour force, employ-
ment, unemployment and underemployment.

The new standards introduce a number of important 
revisions that redefine the way the work of women 
and men is to be captured and reflected in official 
statistics. These revisions aim to support the com-
prehensive but separate measurement of all forms of 
work—both paid and unpaid. Among the most impor-
tant revisions are the introduction of:

•	 The first international statistical definition of work, 
aligned with the SNA general production boundary. 
The new definition recognizes all productive activi-
ties, including unpaid household services provided 
by household members or by volunteers, as work.

•	 A refined concept and measure of employment 
that refers to “work for pay or profit”. This will sup-
port more targeted monitoring of participation in 
remunerated work needed to inform labour mar-
ket policies aimed at promoting job creation and 
reducing gender disparities in access to remuner-
ated work opportunities.

•	 A new concept and measure of own-use	produc-
tion	work, comprising production of goods and 
provision of services for final use by the house-
hold or family. This will support the valuation of 
their common contribution to household material 
welfare, household income and well-being. At the 
same time, it will enable an assessment of gender 

and age differences in the allocation of labour 
within the household.

•	 A new concept and measure of volunteer	work cov-
ering non-compulsory work performed without pay 
for others. This will support the measurement of or-
ganization-based volunteering and direct volunteer-
ing to households, resulting in more comprehensive 
assessments of their prevalence and contributions to 
social cohesion, well-being and national production.

•	 A set of measures of labour underutilization beyond 
the traditional measurement of unemployment. 
This will encourage wider monitoring of situations 
of unmet need for employment due to insufficient 
working time among the employed, and to the 
lack of access to remunerated work among those 
outside the labour force, including due to labour 
market conditions as well as to social and cultural 
barriers to employment.

•	 Finally, the terms “economically active population” 
and “economically inactive population” were re-
placed by more neutral terms—“labour force” and 
“persons outside the labour force”. This recognizes 
that persons outside the labour force may be en-
gaged in other forms of work, particularly in own-
use provision of services that also contribute to 
production and economic growth.

These new concepts are expected to be especially 
relevant in countries and areas where subsistence ac-
tivities are widespread, where labour markets are of 
limited scope and where labour absorption is at times 
insufficient. They will also be relevant for groups pre-
dominantly engaged in forms of work that are unpaid, 
especially women, youth and workers in rural areas.

Source: International Labour 
Office, 2013b.
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B. Employment conditions of women 
and men

1. Economic sector of employment

For both women and men, employment in agriculture 
continues to decline while employment in the services 

sector keeps growing

Globally, the services sector is currently the larg-
est source of employment for both women and 
men. In 2015, 52 per cent of employed women and 
43 per cent of employed men were engaged in this 
sector. By comparison, in 1995, agriculture was 
the main source of employment for both sexes 
and in particular for women. Globally, the tran-
sition from agriculture to services occurred in 
2000 for women and in 2004 for men (figure 4.6).

Over the past 20 years, agriculture has declined 
in importance as a source of employment, more 
so for women than for men. In fact, the differ-
ence between women’s and men’s share of em-
ployment in this sector has disappeared (from 44 
per cent for women and 41 per cent for men in 
1995 to 30 per cent for both in 2015). The sector 
of employment with the fewest women and men 
is industry. The proportion of employed persons 
working in this sector remained stable from 1995 
to 2005, at around 16 per cent for women and 
25 per cent for men. After 2005, both women and 
men experienced a slight increase in employ-
ment in the industry sector, reaching 18 per cent 
of employed women and 27 per cent of employed 
men in 2015 (figure 4.6).

Women work predominantly in the services sector, 
while men tend to be more spread out across the three 

economic sectors

In four regions—Latin America and the Car-
ibbean, Eastern Europe, Southern Europe and 
other developed regions—more than 70 per cent 
of employed women work in the services sector 
in 2015. In those regions, men’s employment in 
the services sector, while relatively high com-
pared to agriculture and industry, is at least 20 
percentage points lower than that of women. 
Southern Asia and, to a lesser extent, Oceania, 
are the only regions where the services sector 
is a more important source of employment for 
men than for women (36 per cent versus 20 
per cent for men and women, respectively, in 
Southern Asia, and 33 per cent and 30 per cent 
for men and women, respectively, in Oceania) 
(figure 4.7).

Agriculture remains the largest sector for women’s 
employment in three regions—Oceania, South-
ern Asia and sub-Saharan Africa—with around 
60 per cent of women employed in it. In Oceania 
and sub-Saharan Africa, agriculture is also the 
primary source of employment—for around 60 
per cent of men (figure 4.7). The diminishing gen-
der gap in agricultural employment at the global 
level masks differences across regions. In six out 
of 12 regions –Northern Africa, Oceania, South-
ern Asia, sub-Saharan Africa, the Caucasus and 
Central Asia and Western Asia—women are more 
likely than men to be working in the agriculture 
sector. One region—South-Eastern Asia—shows 
no gender difference in the percentage of women 
and men working in agriculture (37 per cent for 
both). In the other regions—Eastern Asia, Latin 
America and the Caribbean, Eastern Europe, 
Southern Europe and other developed regions—
men are more likely to be working in agriculture 
than women.

In 2015, between 20 and 40 per cent of male em-
ployment was in the industrial sector in most 
regions, with the exception of sub-Saharan Af-
rica and Oceania. Among women, the share en-
gaged in industry is under 20 per cent in most 
regions except Eastern Asia (30 per cent) and 
Southern Asia (21 per cent). In all regions, men 
are more likely to work in the industrial sector 
than women, with a gender difference ranging 
from 3 percentage points in Oceania to 22 per-
centage points in Eastern Europe, which is also 
the region with the highest share of men working 
in this sector (around 40 per cent).

Figure 4.6 
Distribution of employed persons by economic sector of employment, by sex,  
1995 to 2015

Source: ILO, Estimates and Projections of the Economically Active Population (EAPEP), 2013 edition (April 2014 
update).

Note: 2014 and 2015 figures are projections.
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Share of women in sub-categories of the services 
sector

Women dominate in three services subsectors: education, 
health and social work, and private household as employers

As more jobs for women gradually move into ser-
vices, the share of women in the services sector 
has surpassed their share in total employment. In 
2015, women’s share among people employed was 
40 per cent globally, and 44 per cent among those 
employed in the services sector. The representa-
tion of women in the services sector increased 
slightly by 2 percentage points, from 42 per cent 
in 1995, but their share in total employment re-
mained unchanged in the 20 years since. Mean-
while, the share of women in agriculture during 
those 20 years declined by 2 percentage points.23

Within the services sector, women are the ma-
jority of workers in specific subcategories (figure 
4.8). Among 24 developing countries24 with re-
cent data available, the average women’s share 
is above 50 per cent (or women “dominate”) in 
three services subsectors, in the order of impor-
tance: private households as employers, educa-
tion, and health and social work. In the category 
“private households as employers”, mainly con-
sisting of paid domestic workers providing ser-
vices to private households, women dominate 
in most of the countries in developing regions 

23 ILO, Estimates and Projections of the Economically Active 
Population (EAPEP), 2013 edition (April 2014 update).

24 The 24 countries are in Eastern Asia (2), Latin America 
and the Caribbean (4), Northern Africa (2), Oceania (2), 
South-Eastern Asia (6), sub-Saharan Africa (2), the Cau-
casus and Central Asia (2) and Western Asia (4).

for which data are available and on average they 
represent 73 per cent of workers in this subsector 
of employment.25 The exceptions are Egypt and 
Yemen, where the female share in this category 
is around 20 per cent.26 Yemen, among all 24 
developing countries, also has the lowest female 
share of workers in education and health and so-
cial work, two subsectors that are usually domi-
nated by women in other developing countries. 
In Yemen, more than 50 per cent of employed 
women are in services overall, although within 
each service subsector, women’s share is much 
lower than that of men, due to the extremely low 
percentage of working women (only 15 per cent 
of women 15 and over were employed in 2012 
compared to 65 per cent of men of the same age).

For 36 countries in developed regions with 
available data, private households as employers, 
health and social work, and education are also 
the top three subsectors, in the order of impor-
tance, dominated by women (figure 4.8). How-
ever, less variation is observed among countries 
in developed regions, especially with respect to 
the health and social work and education sub-
sectors, where women outnumber men in all 
countries considered. In addition, on average 
the financial and insurance and hotels and res-
taurants subsectors are also the source of em-
ployment for a slightly higher number of women 
than men. With respect to the “private house-
holds as employers” sector, the average women’s 

25 Globally in 2010, 83 per cent of domestic workers were 
women. ILO, 2013c.

26 Country level data obtained from the International La-
bour Office, 2014b, table 2a (accessed August 2015).

Figure 4.7 
Distribution of employed persons by economic sector of employment, by sex and region, 2015

Source: ILO, Estimates and Pro-
jections of the Economically Active 
Population (EAPEP), 2013 edition 
(April 2014 update).
Note: Other developed regions 
include countries in Northern and 
Western Europe, as well as Aus-
tralia, Canada, Japan, New Zealand, 
and the United States. 2015 figures 
are projections.
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share among workers in this category in devel-
oped countries with data is 83 per cent and all 
countries except New Zealand (38 per cent) have 
a higher share of women than men. 

Services that tend to have low pay, long hours and 
no social protection are more likely to be pro-
vided by women than men.27 These unfavourable 
employment conditions are particularly preva-
lent for workers in the category “private house-
holds as employers”. Such workers include maids, 
cooks, waiters, valets, butlers, laundresses, gar-
deners, gatekeepers, stable hands, chauffeurs, 
caretakers, babysitters, tutors and secretaries, 
among others,28 and are usually referred to as 
paid domestic workers. They tend to work long 
hours per week, with no entitlement to a weekly 
rest period or paid annual leave, receive very low 
wages and have less access than other workers to 
social security schemes and measures to ensure 
occupational safety and health.29

Men in both developing and developed countries 
tend to dominate in other subsectors within the 
services sector, such as transportation and stor-
age, administrative and support services, infor-
mation and communication, and real estate.

27 International Labour Office, 2010.
28 United Nations, 2008.
29 International Labour Office, 2013c.

2. Occupational segregation

Women and men tend to work in different oc-
cupations (horizontal segregation) and in dif-
ferent positions within the same occupation or 
occupational group (vertical segregation). The 
segregation of women and men in different oc-
cupations is closely associated with gender roles 
or stereotypes about women (for example, that 
they are caring or home-based). Gender-based 
occupational segregation also reflects the differ-
ence between women and men in terms of their 
choice of education and vocational training (see 
Chapter 2 on Education). Occupational segrega-
tion can negatively affect the flexibility of the 
labour market30 and the economy as a whole. 
It also has direct negative effects on women in 
particular, partly because women’s employment 
is concentrated in a more limited number of oc-
cupations than that of men.31 Such concentra-
tion imposes more restrictions on women than 
on men in terms of what types of jobs they can 
undertake. Occupational segregation, both hori-
zontal and vertical, also contributes greatly to the 
pay differentials between women and men (see 
section in this chapter on the gender pay gap).

30 Segregation causes labour market inflexibility because 
it constrains mobility between male and female occupa-
tions. When a firm needs a large group of new workers 
for an industry that is clearly male- or female-domi-
nated, it may not find a sufficient number of qualified 
candidates for the posts. Source: Melkas and Anker, 
1997.

31 A study covering 41 countries showed that there are 
seven times more male-dominated occupations than fe-
male-dominated occupations—defined as an occupation 
in which either men or women, respectively, comprise at 
least 80 per cent of workers. United Nations, 2000.

Figure 4.8 
Share of women in subcategories of the services sector, 2008–2012 (latest available)

Source: International Labour Office, 2014b. Key Indicators of the La-
bour Market, 8th edition, table 2a (accessed May 2014). Data limited to 
countries that have adopted the ISIC-4 classification.
Note: The numbers in brackets indicate the number of countries 
with available data. The 24 developing countries are: in Caucasus and 
Central Asia (2), Eastern Asia (2), Latin America and the Caribbean (4), 
Northern Africa (2), Oceania (2), South-Eastern Asia (6), sub-Saharan Af-
rica (2) and Western Asia (4).
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Differences between women and men in terms of 
the distribution of their employment by occupa-
tion or type of job performed32 can be observed 
in some regions. In Eastern Asia, Latin America 
and the Caribbean, Southern Europe and other 
developed regions, women predominantly work 
as services and sales workers, while men tend to 
be craft and trade workers. For regions that are 
heavily agricultural such as Oceania, Southern 
Asia and South-Eastern Asia, both women and 
men tend to work as skilled agricultural and 
fishery workers. In sub-Saharan Africa, also 
dominated by a large agricultural sector, men are 
most likely to be employed as skilled agriculture 
and fishery workers, while women mostly work 
in “elementary” occupations, such as unskilled 
labourers in agriculture, fisheries or mining or 
in refuse collection, cleaning or food preparation 
industries. This pattern of women working in el-
ementary occupations and men in skilled ones 
also applies to women and men in the Caucasus 
and Central Asia and Eastern Europe.33

32 ISCO-08 (and ISCO-88) major groups, ILO, 2008b and 
1988.

33 Regional aggregates compiled by the United Nations Sta-
tistics Division based on data from the International La-
bour Office, 2014b, tables 5a and 5b (accessed June 2014). 
Unweighted averages are used; only data based on ISCO-
08 and ISCO-88 classification are included. Countries 
that have data based only on ISCO-68 are not included 
in the analysis due to large differences between ISCO-68 
and later classifications (ISCO-88 and ISCO-08). They 
include Bahrain, Chile, Colombia, Cuba and Japan. 

Gender segregation in various occupations  
persist in all regions

Women are highly represented and even out-
number men among certain occupational groups, 
based on available data. In 40 developing coun-
tries for which data were available for the period 
2008–2012, the average share of women was the 
highest among clerks (50 per cent), followed 
closely by professionals (44 per cent), service 
workers and shop and market sales workers (43 
per cent), and technicians and associated profes-
sionals (42 per cent). Although women did not 
outnumber men in the same occupation, their 
representation in all of the above occupational 
groups exceeded their share in total employment, 
which was, on average, 37 per cent among the 40 
developing countries with data. However, large 
variations were found among those countries 
(figure 4.9). Countries in Northern Africa, South-
ern Asia and Western Asia tended to have lower 
shares of women in each occupational group 
compared to countries in other regions, due to 
the very low share of women in employment over-
all (see Statistical Annex for data by regions).34

Over the period 2008–2012, relative to their 
overall share in total employment (46 per cent), 
women in 42 developed countries were also 
highly represented and outnumbered men 
among clerks (70 per cent), service workers and 
shop and market sales workers (63 per cent), pro-
fessionals (56 per cent), elementary occupations 

34 Available at http://unstats.un.org/unsd/gender/worlds-
women.html.
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Figure 4.9 
Share	of	women	in	nine	occupational	groups,	2008–2012	(latest available)

Source: Calculated by United Na-
tions Statistics Division based on 
data from the International Labour 
Office, 2014b. Key Indicators of the 
Labour Market, 8th edition, tables 
5a and 5b (accessed June 2014).
Note: The numbers in brack-
ets indicate the number of coun-
tries with available data. Only data 
based on ISCO-08 and ISCO-88 
classifications are included. Coun-
tries that have data only based on 
ISCO-68 are not included in the 
analysis due to large differences 
between ISCO-68 and later clas-
sifications (ISCO-88 and ISCO-08).
These countries include Bahrain, 
Chile, Colombia, Cuba and Japan. 
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(53 per cent) and technicians and associated pro-
fessionals (51 per cent) (figure 4.9).
In both developing and developed countries, 
women were significantly underrepresented 
among the following occupations: plant and ma-
chine operators and assemblers; craft and related 
trade workers; legislators, senior officials and 
managers; and skilled agricultural and fishery 
workers. Women’s underrepresentation as legisla-
tors, senior officials and managers, demonstrates 
the inequality in participation of women and 
men in decision-making processes and access 

to power. Studies based on detailed occupations 
within this group show that women are even less 
represented in occupations with the highest de-
gree of power and influence (such as directors and 
chief executive officers), and that this phenom-
enon is true across all regions, all cultures and 
all levels of economic and social development.35 

In the United Kingdom, for example, 34 per cent 
of legislative or managerial positions were held 
by women in 2014, while only 17 per cent of chief 
executives and senior officials were women36 (see 
also Chapter 5 on Power and decision-making).

35 Anker, 2005.
36 United Kingdom, Office for National Statistics, 2014.

Box 4.4 
Occupational segregation: A more in-depth look

The following two country examples illustrate sharp 
differences in the representation of women in subcat-
egories of various occupations.

In 2014, “professional jobs”, as a group of occupations, 
were equally shared between women and men in the 
United Kingdom. However, an analysis of data at de-
tailed levels of occupations in that country reveals that 
women are more concentrated in certain types of pro-
fessional jobs than others. For example, 89 per cent of 
nurses and midwives were women compared to only 
7 per cent of engineers. Among teaching profession-
als, women represented 88 per cent of primary and 
nursery school teachers but only 47 per cent of higher 
education teaching professionals (see also Chapter 3 on 

Education). For health-care professionals, women tend 
to dominate occupations such as medical radiologists, 
psychologists, podiatrists, pharmacists and veterinar-
ians, in contrast to occupations such as dentists.

In Liberia, women’s share among agricultural, forestry 
and fishery labourers (53 per cent) is much higher than 
their share among market-oriented skilled agricultural 
workers (43 per cent) and market-oriented skilled for-
estry and fisheries workers (15 per cent). Women out-
number men in unskilled elementary occupations 
(share of women is 58 per cent), and even more so as 
cleaners and helpers (63 per cent) and as refuse workers 
and other elementary occupations (79 per cent).

Women's share of employment in selected subcategories of professionals, United Kingdom, 2014

Women's share of employment in skilled agricultural/fishery and elementary occupations, Liberia, 2014 
Source: Compiled by the 
United Nations Statistics Divi-
sion based on data from the 
United Kingdom, Office for 
National Statistics, 2014, and 
the Liberia Institute of Statis-
tics and Geo-Information Ser-
vices, 2011, Report on the Libe-
ria Labour Force Survey 2010. 
Women’s share of total em-
ployment is 46 per cent in the 
United Kingdom and 50 per 
cent in Liberia, as highlighted 
by the blue line.
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Major groups of occupations should be analysed 
in more detail to fully understand the depth of 
occupational segregation and better distinguish 
between male- and female-dominated occupa-
tions. The group “professionals”, for example, is 
dominated by women (more women than men 
work in this occupation) in both developing and 
developed countries. However, it includes sub-
categories such as “health” and “teaching profes-
sionals”, which are more likely to be dominated 
by women, as well as “science and engineering 
professionals” and “information and communi-
cation technology professionals”, which are more 
likely to be dominated by men. Furthermore, 
based on data for EU member States, it appears 
that while teaching professionals, nursery care 
workers and pre-primary school teachers are 
almost all women, the share of women among 
college, university and higher education teaching 
professionals ranges between 20 and 50 per cent. 
In addition, among college and university teach-
ers, women’s share in grade-A teaching positions 
(that is, the highest grade/post at which research 
is normally conducted within these institutions) 
is only between 0 and 20 per cent37 (see also 
box 4.4 and Chapter 3 on Education, section on 
women in teaching).

3. Status in employment

To understand the employment conditions and 
position in the labour market of women and men, 
it is essential to identify their status in employ-
ment. This entails classifying jobs with respect 
to the type of employment contract a person 
has with her or his employer or other persons.38 
Such classification provides the statistical basis 
for analysing employment conditions in terms 
of a job’s level of security, protection and rights. 

Globally, half of employed women and men are wage and 
salaried workers, but variations are found across regions

The extent to which women have access to wage 
and salaried employment can reflect their inte-
gration into the monetary economy and access 
to a regular income. This, in turn, could have a 
positive impact on their autonomy and finan-
cial independence within the household and en-
hance their personal development and decision-
making power.39

37 European Commission, 2009.
38 International Labour Office, 2003; see also International 

Labour Office, 1993.
39 United Nations, 2012.

Globally, wage and salaried workers constituted 
half of all employed persons in 2015. This is true 
for both women and men (figure 4.10). Across 
regions, however, significant variations are found 
in terms of status in employment and gender. In 
Eastern Europe and other developed regions, the 
vast majority of employed women and men are 
wage and salaried employees (around 90 per cent 
with little gender difference). In Southern Europe 
and Latin America and the Caribbean, wage and 
salaried workers also represent a big portion of 
employed women and men (around 60 to 70 per 
cent), with women even more likely than men to 
be in these types of employment, particularly in 
Southern Europe.

There is no gender difference in the share of 
wage and salaried employment in total employ-
ment in the Caucasus and Central Asia, with 
around 60 per cent of both women and men en-
gaged in this type of employment. In the other 
developing regions, men are more likely than 
women to be engaged in wage and salaried em-
ployment, although some variations are found 
among regions. In Eastern Asia, Northern Af-
rica and Western Asia, more than half of em-
ployed women are in wage and salaried employ-
ment, while for men the percentage is higher 
(57 per cent in Eastern Asia and 70 per cent in 
Western Asia and Northern Africa). In South-
Eastern Asia, the share of wage and salaried em-
ployment for women is 37 per cent; for men it is 
41 per cent.

In Oceania, Southern Asia and sub-Saharan Af-
rica, the share of wage and salaried employment 
is low for both women and men (below 20 per 
cent for women and slightly below 30 per cent 
for men) and the majority of women and men 
are either own-account or contributing family 
workers (figure 4.10).

Women are more likely than men to be contributing 
family workers

People working as own-account workers and 
contributing family workers tend to lack basic 
social protection and are subject to low income 
and difficult working conditions. Because of 
their precarious employment conditions, they 
are considered to be in “vulnerable” types of em-
ployment. Globally in 2015, the share of vulner-
able employment was 49 per cent for women and 
47 per cent for men, hence a very small gender 
difference. However, among all forms of vulner-
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Figure 4.10 
Distribution of employment by status in employment, by sex and region, 2015

Source: ILO, Estimates and Pro-
jections of the Economically Active 
Population (EAPEP), 2013 edition 
(April 2014 update).
Note: Other developed regions 
include countries in Northern and 
Western Europe, as well as Aus-
tralia, Canada, Japan, New Zealand, 
and the United States. 2015 figures 
are projections.

Figure 4.11 
Share of women among all employers, by region, 
1995 and 2015

Source: ILO, Estimates and Projections of the Economically Active 
Population (EAPEP), 2013 edition (April 2014 update).
Note: Other developed regions include countries in Northern and 
Western Europe, as well as Australia, Canada, Japan, New Zealand, and 
the United States. 2015 figures are projections.
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able employment, women were more likely than 
men to work as contributing family workers. The 
proportion of employed men working as contrib-
uting family workers was 7 per cent, compared 
to 19 per cent among employed women. On the 
other hand, own-account workers made up 39 
per cent of male employment compared to 29 
per cent of female employment. Similar patterns 
were observed in all regions with larger gender 
differences in developing regions than in the 
more developed ones (figure 4.10).

The share of women among employers remains small, but 
has increased steadily 

Only a small proportion of women and men are 
employers—that is, having one or more persons 
working for them in their businesses as employ-
ees. Globally in 2015, 3 per cent of employed men 
and 1 per cent of employed women were employ-
ers. Among all regions, men are more likely than 
women to be included in this category (figure 
4.10). The share of women among employers has 
shown a slow but steady rise since 1995 globally 
(16 per cent in 1995 and 21 per cent in 201540) 
and across most regions. However, women’s rep-
resentation among employers remains far from 
parity. In 2015, the share of women among all 
employers was the smallest in Northern Africa 
and Western Asia (around 5 per cent), followed 

40  ILO, Estimates and Projections of the Economically 
Active Population (EAPEP), 2013 edition (April 2014 
update).

by Oceania and Southern Asia at between 10 and 
20 per cent. A number of regions have 20 to 25 
per cent of women among employers, including: 
Eastern Asia, Latin America and the Caribbean, 
South-Eastern Asia, Southern Europe, the Cau-
casus and Central Asia and other developed re-
gions. Eastern Europe and Sub-Saharan Africa 
had the largest share of women among employers 
in 2015, approaching 35 per cent (figure 4.11).
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Employers and own-account workers are closely 
associated with the concept of entrepreneurs 
who create employment for themselves and em-
ployment opportunities for others. The promo-
tion of micro and small-scale enterprises has also 
been identified as a strategy for advancing the 
economic empowerment of women, while reduc-
ing poverty and gender inequality. Measuring 
entrepreneurship from a gender perspective has 
remained a challenge and the methodology for 
collecting data on this topic is currently being 
developed by the Evidence and Data for Gender 
Equality Project (box 4.5).

4. Informal employment41

Contrary to predictions in the 1950s and 1960s 
that informal employment, including petty 
traders, small producers and a range of casual 
jobs, would be absorbed into the more formal 
“modern” economy, informal employment has 
not only persisted since the 1970s but has also 
emerged in unexpected places, such as in formal 
sector enterprises.42 Informal employment of-
fers a survival strategy in countries that do not 
provide sufficient formal employment opportu-
nities. It is also associated with the lack of so-
cial protection, labour legislation and protective 
measures in the workplace.43

Informal employment is an important source of employment 
for both women and men in developing countries

Informal employment is an important source 
of employment and livelihoods in many coun-
tries. Among 43 countries with available data, 
it accounted for more than 70 per cent of total 
non-agricultural employment for women in 15 
countries—6 in sub-Saharan Africa and in Latin 
America and the Caribbean, respectively, and 3 
in Southern and South-Eastern Asia. In 7 of the 
15 countries (Bolivia, Guatemala, India, Mali, 
Nicaragua, Pakistan and the United Republic of 
Tanzania), a majority of men (more than 70 per 
cent) working in the non-agriculture sector were 
also employed informally (figure 4.12).

41 Informal employment comprises the total number of 
informal jobs whether carried out in formal sector en-
terprises, informal sector enterprises or households. 
Categories of informal employment are defined jointly 
by the type of production unit, status in employment, 
and access to social protection (Hussmanns, 2004).

42 Chant and Pedwell, 2008; Vanek and others, 2014.
43  International Labour Office, 2014b, Manuscript for Ta-

ble 8; International Labour Office, 2013d.

The proportion of informal non-agricultural em-
ployment is higher for women than for men in 
many countries in Latin America and the Carib-
bean and sub-Saharan Africa. For some coun-
tries (Poland, Serbia, Sri Lanka, the Republic of 
Moldova, the former Yugoslav Republic of Mac-
edonia and the State of Palestine), however, the 
proportion of men engaged in informal employ-
ment is higher than that of women (figure 4.12).

Although women and men are both in informal 
employment, women are often concentrated in 
the more disadvantaged categories of employ-
ment, such as domestic workers, piece-rate 
home-based workers and assistants in small fam-
ily enterprises, all of which are among the most 
vulnerable and lowest paid types of informal 

Box 4.5 
Measuring entrepreneurship from a gender 
perspective: The Evidence and Data for Gender 
Equality (EDGE) project

Measuring entrepreneurship from a gender per-
spective can provide a better understanding of how 
women and men differ in their entrepreneurial activi-
ties. Research has found that gender is a factor in en-
trepreneurial participation and in the characteristics 
and performance of enterprises. In both developing 
and developed countries, women are less likely than 
men to become entrepreneurs and more likely to 
be motivated by “push” factors, such as poverty or 
divorce, to start an enterprise.a Women’s enterprises 
also tend to be smaller, to operate with lower capital, 
to be more embedded in family structures and to be 
less sustainable than men’s enterprises.b

Evidence on gaps in sales and profits between female- 
and male-owned enterprises suggests that many 
women might face more challenges than men to fulfil 
their productive and innovative potential. In France, 
for example, start-up enterprises founded by women 
tend to have turnovers that are 25 per cent lower than 
that of men.c However, traditional performance meas-
ures, such as growth and profits, are not always the top 
priority for women entrepreneurs.d Women are often 
motivated by objectives other than profit maximiza-
tion when starting a business, such as greater flexibil-
ity to set their own schedules and balance work and 
family life.e

Despite the clear policy relevance of measuring en-
trepreneurship from a gender perspective, official 
statistics on female and male entrepreneurs and their 
enterprises are lacking in most countries. Furthermore, 
the data that are collected are not comparable across 
countries because different methodologies are used in 
different contexts to measure entrepreneurship.

To address these data and methodological gaps, the 
Evidence and Data for Gender Equality (EDGE) project, 
a joint initiative of the United Nations Statistics Division 
and UN-Women, is developing methodological guid-
ance on measuring entrepreneurship from a gender 
perspective in collaboration with OECD.

a Brush, 1990; Ducheneaut, 
1997. 

b Robb and Watson, 2010. 
c OECD, 2012. Turnovers of 

an enterprise refer to total 
sales. 

d Carter and others, 2003; Ke-
pler and Shane, 2007. 

e Walker and Webster, 2004; 
Walker, Wang and Red-
mond, 2008.
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work. A large share of domestic workers, who 
are frequently excluded from the scope of labour 
laws or are only covered by less favourable legis-
lation, are women. Globally in 2010, 83 per cent 
of domestic workers were women, slightly lower 
than the 86 per cent in 1995.44

For international comparability,45 statistics pre-
sented so far on informal employment have been 
restricted to non-agricultural employment. How-
ever, much of the employment in agriculture lacks 

44 International Labour Office, 2013c.
45 Hussmanns, 2004.

social protection and job security, both character-
istics of informal employment.46 

Informal employment in the agricultural sector is also 
important 

For countries with a large agricultural sector, to-
tal informal employment increases substantially 
when agricultural employment is included in the 
calculation.

For example, in the Republic of Moldova in 2009, 
the proportion of informal employment among 
all non-agriculture employment was 11 per cent 
for women and 21 per cent for men (figure 4.12). 
However, when the agriculture sector is taken 
into account, the proportion of informal em-
ployment among all employed—in agricultural 
and non-agricultural activities—is much higher, 
reaching 27 per cent for women and 33 per cent 
for men.47 Similarly, in India in 2011–2012, the 
proportion of informal employment among all 
non-agricultural employment was 86 per cent for 
women and 84 per cent for men. However, when 
the agriculture sector is included, the proportion 
of informal employment rises to 95 per cent for 
women and 91 per cent for men.48

5. Part-time employment49

Part-time work may offer an effective way to 
balance time spent on paid work, household re-
sponsibilities and childrearing. The possibility of 
being able to work for fewer hours is also seen 
as a means to increase employment levels, par-
ticularly among women.50 In addition, part-time 
work facilitates the gradual entry into, participa-
tion in and exit from the labour market.51

However, part-time work also comes at a cost. 
Part-time workers face difficult working condi-
tions, including lower hourly wages and lesser 
job security, and receive less training and pro-
motion opportunities than their full-time coun-
terparts. They are also at a higher risk of falling 

46 Vanek and others, 2014.
47 Compiled by the United Nations Statistics Division 

based on data from the Republic of Moldova, National 
Bureau of Statistics, 2009 (accessed May 2014). 

48 Raveendran, 2015.
49 There is no official ILO definition of full-time work in 

terms of the demarcation point between full-time and 
part-time. Data from OECD are harmonised based on 
common definition of part time employment, which is 
based on a common 30-usual-hour cut-off in the main job. 

50 Hakim, 2004, chapter 3; Thévenon, O., 2013.
51 International Labour Office, 2014b. Manuscript for Table 

6.

Figure 4.12 
Proportion of informal employment among all non-agricultural employment, by sex, 
1998−2012 (latest available)

Source: Compiled by the United Nations Statistics Division based on data from the International Labour Office, 
2014b. Key Indicators of the Labour Market, 8th edition, table 8 (accessed May 2014). Data for India (2011/2012) 
was obtained from Raveendran (2015); data for Pakistan (2009/2010), the Philippines (2008) and the United Re-
public of Tanzania (2005/2006) were extracted from the International Labour Office and Women in Informal Em-
ployment: Globalizing and Organizing, 2013.
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into poverty and are less likely to have access to 
social protection such as unemployment ben-
efits.52 Some forms of part-time work in devel-
oped countries are non-standard types of work 
with employment conditions similar to those 
described for informal employment.53

Women are more likely than men to be engaged in part-
time employment 

In 2012, developed regions (except Eastern and 
Southern Europe) recorded the highest propor-
tion of women working part time (28 per cent) 
(figure 4.13). Part-time employment was par-
ticularly prevalent among women in Northern 
and Western European countries. Sixty per cent 
of employed women in the Netherlands worked 
part time, the highest percentage by far in the 
world, and over 35 per cent in Germany, Ireland, 
the United Kingdom and Switzerland. Outside of 
Northern and Western Europe, employed women 
in Australia recorded a 38 per cent part-time rate 
(see Statistical Annex for country-level data).54

Latin America and the Caribbean also recorded 
high proportions of employed women in part-
time work (26 per cent in 2012). Among countries 
within the region, Argentina and Nicaragua reg-
istered the highest proportion of women working 
part-time, at 35 per cent or more (see Statistical 
Annex for country-level data).55 Women’s part-
time employment was not as prevalent in Eastern 
and Southern Europe, where, in 2012, the average 
proportion of employed women working part time 
was 9 and 15 per cent, respectively (figure 4.13).

In all four regions with data, part-time employ-
ment was more common among women than 
men, with prevalence rates for women almost 
twice or higher than those of men. In 2012, em-
ployed men in Latin America and the Caribbean 
constituted the highest proportion of part-time 
workers (13 per cent), followed by developed re-
gions (except Eastern and Southern Europe, 10 per 
cent). As was the case for women in Eastern and 
Southern Europe, men’s part-time employment 
was also low in those two regions (figure 4.13).

52 OECD, 2010.
53 Vanek and others, 2014. The other main categories of 

non-standard work include (a) own account self-em-
ployment, and (b) temporary or fixed-term work.

54 Available at http://unstats.un.org/unsd/gender/worlds-
women.html.

55 Ibid.

Part-time employment is increasing for men but shows a 
mixed picture for women

Part-time employment continues to increase for 
men in most countries, but the trend with regard 
to women is mixed. Between 1995 and 2012, out 
of 31 countries with available data, part-time em-
ployment increased for men in 30 countries. For 
women, 17 countries showed an increase of part-
time employment while 14 countries showed a 
decrease (figure 4.14).56

Particularly high increases were observed for 
women in Austria, Chile, Ireland, Italy and Tur-
key.57 A large decrease (14 percentage points) in 
part-time employment during the period was 
observed for women in Iceland, while a decrease 
of 8 and 5 percentage points, respectively, was 
observed for women in Norway and Sweden 
(figure 4.14).

56 Trends in part-time employment are compiled based 
from data from the OECD, 2014a, Labour market statis-
tics: full-time part-time employment - common defini-
tion: incidence. OECD Employment and Labour Market 
Statistics (database). Data are harmonized based on a 
common definition of part-time employment, which is 
based on a common 30-usual-hour per week cut-off in 
the main job.

57 These are cases where the proportions employed and 
working part-time increased by more than 10 percent-
age points between 1995 and 2012 (between 1996 and 
2012 in the case of Chile).
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Figure 4.13 
Proportion of employed people working part-time by region and sex, 2012

Source: Calculated by the United 
Nations Statistics Division based 
on (1) data from the OECD, 2014a, 
Labour market statistics: full-time 
part-time employment—com-
mon definition: incidence. OECD 
Employment and Labour Market 
Statistics  (database). Doi:  10.1787/
data-00299-en (accessed May 
2014); and (2) International Labour 
Office, 2014b. Key Indicators of the 
Labour Market, 8th edition, table 
9a, (accessed November 2014).
Note: Unweighted averages. Data 
from the OECD are harmonized 
based on a common definition of 
part-time employment, which is 
based on a common 30-usual-hour 
per week cut-off in the main job. 
Data from the ILO uses a country-
specific approach and the definition 
of part-time employment may vary 
from country to country. The num-
bers in brackets indicate the num-
ber of countries with available data. 
Data for countries in other regions 
are not shown due to limited data 
availability. Other developed re-
gions include countries in Northern 
and Western Europe, as well as Aus-
tralia, Canada, Japan, New Zealand, 
and the United States.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/data-00299-en
http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/data-00299-en
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Time-related underemployment  
is higher among women than men

Part-time employment is not always a choice. A 
substantial number of part-time workers would 
prefer to be working full-time. This phenom-
enon is measured by the time-related underem-
ployment rate.58 In four regions with data, more 
than 10 per cent of employed women working 
part-time indicated that they would like to work 
additional hours. Women in Southern Asia re-
corded the highest rate of time-related under-
employment (21 per cent), followed by women 
in Northern Africa (17 per cent), sub-Saharan 
Africa (16 per cent), and Latin America and the 
Caribbean (10 per cent). Among employed men 
working part-time, more than 10 per cent in sub-
Saharan Africa and Southern Asia indicated that 
they would like to work more hours (figure 4.15).

58 Three criteria are used to define time-related underem-
ployment. The term refers to employed individuals who, in 
a short reference period, wanted to work additional hours, 
worked less than a certain hourly threshold set at the na-
tional level, and who were available to work additional 
hours in a subsequent reference period.International La-
bour Office, 1998; International Labour Office, 2013b.

Women are more likely than men to be in time-
related underemployment in most regions. The 
largest gender difference is observed in Northern 
Africa and Southern Asia. In Northern Africa, 
women’s time-related underemployment rate 
is 17 per cent, compared to 4 per cent for men. 
Women in Southern Asia recorded a 21 per cent 
underemployment rate, compared to 12 per cent 
for men (figure 4.15).

6. Gender pay gap

Differences in pay for men and women may re-
sult from a multitude of factors. They include 
individual characteristics of workers, such as 
their level and field of education and work ex-
perience, as well as factors connected to the job 
they perform, such as occupation, type of con-
tract, economic sector and size of the establish-
ment in which they work. Gender inequalities in 
all these areas are associated with traditions and 
stereotypes (influencing the choice of education, 
professions and career paths of women and men) 
and the difficulties in balancing work and family 
life that often lead to part-time work and career 
breaks, mainly for women.59 

Gender pay gap—levels and trends

A gender pay gap is found in all countries  
with available data

In all countries with data, women earn less than 
men. Among 28 European countries that have 
comparable data on the gender pay gap during 
the latest period (2008−2012), women working 
full-time earned between 80 to 90 per cent of 
what men earned in 19 countries. In four coun-
tries (Austria, Germany, Hungary and Slovakia), 
women’s earnings were slightly less than 80 per 
cent of men’s (figure 4.16).60

Women also earned less than men in 15 non-
European countries with available data. Women 
working full-time earned between 94 and 98 per 

59 Blau and Kahn, 2007; European Commission, 2014; Gol-
din, 2014.

60 These figures do not cover women and men working in the 
public sector—that is, national and local government agen-
cies. Including workers in the public sector will change the 
magnitude of the gender pay gap for some countries. An 
earlier study based on the 2006 Structure of Earning Sur-
vey data showed that pay gaps are smaller among all coun-
tries for people working in the public sector than those 
working in the private sector. The only exception is Bul-
garia, where the gender pay gap is slightly smaller for those 
in the private sector. Source: European Union, 2010.

Figure 4.14 
Proportion of part-time workers among all employed (age 15 years and over),  
1995 and 2012, by sex

Source: Compiled by the United 
Nations Statistics Division based 
on data from OECD, 2014a, Labour 
market statistics: full-time part-time 
employment—common defini-
tion: incidence.  OECD Employment 
and Labour Market Statistics  (data-
base). Doi:  10.1787/data-00299-en 
(accessed May 2014).
Note: Data from the OECD are har-
monized based on a common def-
inition of part-time employment, 
which is based on a 30-usual-hour 
per week cut-off in the main job. Netherlands
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cent of what men earned in five countries. In nine 
countries, women’s earnings were between 70 per 
cent and 90 per cent of men’s earnings. Finally, the 
difference in earnings between women and men 
was largest in Pakistan, where women earned only 
63 per cent of what men earned in recent years.

Most developed countries show a long-term decline in the 
gender pay gap, but the trend has been mixed in recent years 

Among the 12 European countries that have 
comparable trend data on the gender pay gap, no 
consistent trend from 2007 to 2012 was observed. 
Some countries showed a slightly decreased gen-
der difference in earnings (for example, Iceland, 
Lithuania and the Netherlands), while others 
showed an increased difference (such as Bulgaria, 
Hungary and Portugal). The largest decline in 
pay differences between women and men was ob-
served in Lithuania, where women’s earnings were 
78 per cent those of men’s in 2007, and 88 per cent 
in 2012. The largest increase in gender differences 
in earnings was recorded in Portugal, where wom-
en’s earnings were 91 per cent of men’s in 2007, 
dropping to 86 per cent in 2012 (figure 4.17). The 
other countries with available data, however, did 
not show a clear trend over the period considered.

Analysis based on a longer time series of data, 
however, showed an overall downward trend in 
the gender pay gap for many of the developed 
countries. Out of 19 countries with data for the 
periods 1995−1999 and 2009−2013, 17 showed an 
increase in the ratio of women’s earnings rela-
tive to men’s. The largest increase occurred in 
Ireland, Japan and the United Kingdom, where 
the ratio of women’s to men’s earnings increased 
by more than 10 percentage points.61

61 Compiled by United Nations Statistics Division based on 
data from OECD, 2014b, Median income of women and 
men, full-time workers only. www.oecd.org/els/emp/on-
lineoecdemploymentdatabase.htm#earndisp (accessed 
December 2014). 

Figure 4.15 
Time-related underemployment rate by sex, 2010−2012 (latest available)

Source: United Nations, 2014, 
 Millennium Development Goals 
Report 2014.
Note: Time-related underemploy-
ment rate is calculated as a propor-
tion of employed women and men 
who are willing and available to 
work additional hours. Developed 
regions include Eastern Europe, 
Southern Europe and other devel-
oped regions.
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Figure 4.16 
Ratio of female-to-male earnings, 2008–2012  
(latest available)

Source: Compiled by United Nations Statistics Division based on data 
from EUROSTAT, 2014, Structure of Earning Survey 2010; International 
Labour Office,2014a, ILOStat database (accessed August 2014). 
Note: Data on European countries were calculated based on hourly 
earnings for full-time workers, for those working in industry, construc-
tion and services but excluding public administration, defence and 
compulsory social security (based on NACE rev. 2,industry sector clas-
sifications); for non-European countries, only data for full-time work-
ers were included.
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Education and seniority and the gender pay gap

Education increases earnings for both women and men, 
but the level of benefits varies

Increasing levels of education benefit both 
women and men in terms of higher earnings, 
particularly when people move from second-
ary to tertiary education. The level of benefits in 
earnings, however, is different for women and 
men. This has been illustrated by data from Eu-
ropean countries. While both women and men 
make higher earnings when they move from 
secondary to tertiary levels of education, the 
improvement in earnings for men is higher than 
that for women in many European countries. 
Women seem to benefit more in terms of earn-
ings than men do when they move from primary 
to secondary levels of education (figure 4.18).62 
The difference in earnings by field of study might 
be one contributing factor to the lower returns 
for women than for men when they both move 
from secondary to tertiary education. 63

Seniority benefits men’s earnings more than women’s

In addition to education, work experience is an-
other important factor in explaining pay gaps 
between women and men.64 Using seniority as 
a proxy for work experience shows that work 
experience benefits men more than women in 
terms of earnings. The difference in earnings 
between women and men is smaller at the be-
ginning of their careers in the same company. 

62 When controlling for a number of personal characteris-
tics such as years of employment, marital status, house-
hold structure, place of residence and cognitive skills, 
the return of education in earnings could be higher for 
women than for men (Dougherty, 2005).

63 Large differences in earnings by field of study have been 
observed and there was some tendency for the highest-
paying fields of study to be associated with programmes 
that had high proportions of male graduates and for the 
lower-paying fields of study to be associated with pro-
grammes that had high proportions of women in coun-
tries with available data (OECD, 2013b). 

64 A study, which surveyed graduates from the University of 
Michigan Law School classes of 1972–1975, found a small 
difference in earnings between female and male graduates 
at the outset of their careers, but a 40 per cent difference in 
favour of men 15 years after graduation. The difference re-
mained after controlling for the number of hours worked 
for both women and men. The same result was reached by 
a more recent study in 1982–1991. Another study on Mas-
ter’s of Business Administration (MBA) graduates from 
the University of Chicago Booth School from 1990–2006 
produced similar results (Goldin, 2014).

Box 4.6 
Measuring the gender pay gap

A simple indicator—the ratio of women’s to men’s earnings—is used in this 
section to examine the gender pay gap. 

Earnings is defined as “remuneration in cash and in kind payable to employees, 
as a rule at regular intervals, for time worked or work done, as well as for time 
not worked, such as annual vacation and other paid leave or holidays”. Earnings 
exclude employer contributions to their employees’ social security and pension 
schemes and also the benefits received by employees under those schemes.a

Statistics on earnings are obtained from different sources.b Most developing 
countries (37 out of 51 countries where data were available) rely on labour 
force or household income and expenditure surveys, while developed coun-
tries seem to rely mainly on establishment surveys (20 out of 38 countries 
where data were available). Comparability of earnings data from different 
sources is affected by the type of workers covered, the inclusion and exclu-
sion of overtime pay, incentive pay, bonuses, payment in kind and other al-
lowances, as well as the unit of time used (per hour, per day, per week or 
per month). Furthermore, some sources use average earnings while others 
use wage rates. International comparability is also hampered by differences 
across countries in the size criterion adopted in their surveys or censuses of 
establishments. In addition, the average earnings of any particular group such 
as women are affected by the different elements that make up the group, 
including women with different educational qualifications and different oc-
cupations, and the number of full-time and part-time workers in each group.

Income generated from self-employment, due to scarcity of data, is not in-
cluded in the analysis.c In addition, earnings referred to in this section reflect 
earnings for full-time employment only, to account for the impact of the dif-
ference in the number of hours worked by women and men and the differ-
ence in average hourly earnings between part-time and full-time workers. 
This is particularly relevant given that women are more likely to hold part-time 
jobs than men (see section in this chapter on part-time employment) and that 
part-time workers tend to have lower hourly earnings than full-time workers.

a International Labour Office, 1973.
b Compiled by the United Nations Statistics Division, based on the International Labour Office, 2014a. 

ILOStat database (accessed January 2015).
c Only data from 21 countries and areas were available at International Labour Office, 2014a, ILOStat 

database.

Figure 4.17 
Trends in female-to-male earnings, selected European countries, 2007 to 2012

Source: Calculated by United Na-
tions Statistics Division based on 
data from EUROSTAT, 2014, Struc-
ture of Earning Survey (accessed 
August 2014).
Note: Earnings ratios are calcu-
lated based on hourly earnings for 
full-time workers, for those working 
in industry, construction and ser-
vices but excluding public adminis-
tration, defence and compulsory so-
cial security (based on NACE rev. 2, 
industry sector classifications).
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Seniority leads to increased earnings for both 
women and men. However, the increase ben-
efits men much more than women. The gender 
pay gap is much larger between women and 
men at the end of their career, after more than 
30 years of working with the same company, 
than between those at the start of their careers. 
Exceptions were noticeable in the financial and 
insurance sector and the information and com-
munication sector, where the gender pay gap 
that existed when women and men entered the 
workforce held steady throughout their career 
and after 30 years of service (figure 4.19).

Segregation and the gender pay gap

The gender pay gap persists across all economic sectors 
and occupations

A gap in earnings between women and men per-
sists across all economic sectors (figure 4.20). 
However, significant variations are found in the 
gender pay gap from one industry to another. 
Based on 2010 data for EU member States, in 15 
out of 17 economic sectors, women earned be-
tween 70 and 95 per cent of what men earned. 
Within the manufacturing and financial and 
insurance industries sectors, women earned 68 
and 64 per cent of what men earned, respectively. 

Variations are also found within each sector, 
depending on the occupation a person holds, as 
illustrated in figure 4.21, which shows the gen-
der difference in earnings for two sectors with 
the largest gender gap in pay (the financial and 
insurance and manufacturing sectors), as well 
as two other sectors (the human health and so-
cial work sector and education), where employed 
women are usually concentrated and have rela-
tively lower gender gaps in earnings.

Among all people who work in the financial and 
insurance sector, the pay gap between women 
and men (favouring men) is highest for manag-
ers and professionals (women earn around 65 
per cent of what men earn), compared to sup-
porting clerks (where women earn 83 per cent 
of what men earn) (figure 4.21). For the manu-
facturing sector, the highest gender gap in pay 
is found among craft and related trade workers, 
with women earning 55 per cent of what men 
earn. This is in contrast to supporting clerks, 
among whom the ratio of women’s to men’s 
earnings is 89 per cent. 

Figure 4.18 
Gains in earnings from increasing educational levels, by sex, European countries, 2010

Source: Calculated by United Nations Statistics Division based on data from EUROSTAT, 2014, Structure of 
Earning Survey 2010 (accessed July 2014). 
Note: Gains in earnings from primary to secondary education is calculated as the ratio of earnings of those 
with secondary education to those with primary education. Gains in earnings from secondary to tertiary edu-
cation are calculated as the ratio of earnings of those with tertiary education to those with secondary educa-
tion. This reflects earnings for full-time workers and for those working in industry, construction and services 
but excluding public administration, defence and compulsory social security (based on NACE rev. 2, industry 
sector classifications).
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Figure 4.19 
Hourly earnings by industrial sector and the number of years in the same company, 
average of European countries, 2010

Source: Calculated by United Nations Statistics Division based on data from EUROSTAT, 2014, Structure of Earn-
ing Survey 2010 (accessed July 2014).
Note: Data cover 27 EU member States, except Croatia, which joined the EU in 2013. Data reflect earnings for full-
time workers and for those working in industry, construction and services but excluding public administration, 
defence and compulsory social security (based on NACE rev. 2, industry sector classifications).
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Variations within the two sectors traditionally 
dominated by women—human health and so-
cial work, and education—differ greatly. Within 
the human health and social work sector, profes-
sionals have the highest gender pay gap. Here, 
women’s earnings are only 67 per cent of those of 
men; among managers, the ratio of women’s to 
men’s earnings is 72 per cent. Variations in the 
gender pay gap within the education sector are 
smaller across occupations; the ratio of women’s 
to men’s earnings range from 80 to 95 per cent. 

The unexplained gender pay gap

As called for by the Beijing Platform for Action, 
women and men have the right to equal pay for 
equal work or work of equal value. However, as 
illustrated in this section, women earn less than 
men, even when they are equally educated, gradu-
ated in the same field, have the same number of 
years of experience or work on the same type of 
job. Even when a large number of characteristics 
are taken into consideration together, pay differen-
tials between women and men may be explained 
only to a certain degree.65 Those that cannot be 
explained could be attributed to discrimination.

65 European Union, 2010, personal and job characteristics 
explain only 50 per cent of the total gender pay gap; Ñopo, 
Daza and Ramos, 2011, personal and job characteristics 
explain partially the total gender pay gap, based on studies 
of 35 countries, from developing and developed regions. 

Discrimination against women is reflected in 
direct ways such as paying women and men dif-
ferently when they have the same qualifications 
and work on the same job. However, indirect dis-
crimination, or traditions and stereotypes about 
women’s role in the society and family, impact 
women’s earnings also through the choice they 
make in fields of study and later on in their oc-
cupations and how they respond to the challenge 
of work and family life balance. The gender pay 
gap seems to be particularly wide for occupations 
that have higher demand on workload, such as 
on-call, emergency or night shifts performed on 
a regular basis.66

C. Reconciliation of work and family life

1. Sharing unpaid work

Women are the primary caretakers of the family

Although their participation in the labour force 
has increased in most countries, women continue 
to bear the majority of responsibilities at home 
and perform most unpaid work including taking 
care of children and other adult household mem-
bers, cooking, cleaning and other housework. 
These activities, although productive, are not in-
cluded within the SNA production boundary.67

In the statistics on time-use presented in the cur-
rent chapter, work within the SNA production 
boundary is referred to as “paid work” (even if 
some may actually be unpaid, such as work fall-
ing within the SNA production boundary per-
formed by contributing family workers). Work 
that falls outside the SNA production bound-
ary, that is, household production of services 
for own consumption, is referred to as “unpaid 
work” and consists mainly of domestic work 

66 An analysis of 2006–2008 data for the United States on 
earnings for women and men in the 87 highest-paid oc-
cupations showed that the gender pay gap is the high-
est for occupations such as physicians and surgeons, 
dentists, personal financial managers, and lawyers and 
judges. Lower gender pay gaps were found in health-care 
occupations such as pharmacists, optometrist and vet-
erinarians (Goldin and Katz, 2011).

67 The System of National Accounts production boundary 
includes (1) the production of goods and services destined 
for the market, whether for sale or barter, (2) all goods and 
services provided free to individual households or col-
lectively to the community by government units or non-
profit institutions serving households, and (3) the pro-
duction of goods for own use. All production of services 
for own final consumption within households—that is, 
domestic and personal services produced and consumed 
by members of the same household, are excluded.

Figure 4.20 
Gender gap in hourly wage by industrial sector, average of European Union, 2010

Source: Calculated by United Nations Statistics Division based on data from EUROSTAT, 2014, Structure of Earn-
ing Survey 2010 (accessed July 2014).
Note: Data cover 27 EU member States, except Croatia, which joined the EU in 2013. Data reflect earnings for full-
time workers and for those working in industry, construction and services but excluding public administration, 
defence and compulsory social security (based on NACE rev. 2, industry sector classifications).
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and community or volunteer work. Domestic 
work includes food preparation, dishwashing, 
cleaning and upkeep of a dwelling, laundry, 
ironing, gardening, caring for pets, shopping, 
installation, servicing and repair of personal 
and household goods, childcare, and care of the 
sick, elderly or disabled household members, 
among others. Community or volunteer work 
includes volunteer services for organizations, 
unpaid community work, and informal help to 
other households, among other activities.

Based on available data, women in developing 
countries spend, on average, 4 hours and 30 min-
utes per day on unpaid work, and men 1 hour 
and 20 minutes. The gender difference is smaller 
in developed countries, where women spend less 
time (4 hours and 20 minutes) and men spend 
more time (2 hours and 16 minutes) per day on 
unpaid work than their counterparts in develop-
ing countries (figure 4.22).

Based on data for 10 developing and 25 developed 
countries, gender differences are found in the 
time spent on major household tasks such as pre-

paring meals, cleaning and caring for household 
members. Yet, the difference between women and 
men in time spent on these tasks is smaller in de-
veloped countries covered by the analysis than in 
developing ones. For example, on the task of pre-
paring meals, which is the most time-consuming 
household task for women, women in the 10 
developing countries spend around 1 hour 40 
minutes more than men per day, while women in 
the 25 developed countries spend around 1 hour 
more per day than men.68

68 Based on analysis of 10 developing countries and 25 de-
veloped countries where data for different categories of 
unpaid work are available. Developing countries include 
Algeria, Armenia, Iraq, Kazakhstan, Lao People’s Demo-
cratic Republic, Pakistan, Republic of Korea, South Africa, 
Turkey and Uruguay. Developed countries include Alba-
nia, Australia, Austria, Belgium, Bulgaria, Canada, Den-
mark, Estonia, Finland, France, Greece, Hungary, Italy, 
Netherlands, New Zealand, Norway, Republic of Moldova, 
Romania, Serbia, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, the former 
Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia, the United Kingdom and 
the United States. Compiled by the United Nations Sta-
tistics Division based on country-level data from EURO-
STAT (2011), OECD (2014c), UNECE (2014), UNECLAC 
(2014), and national statistics offices (as of June 2015).

Figure 4.21 
Gender gap in hourly wage by industrial sector and occupation, European Union, 2010

Source: Calculated by the United 
Nations Statistics Division based on 
data from EUROSTAT, 2014, Struc-
ture of Earning Survey 2010 (ac-
cessed July 2014).
Note: Data cover 27 EU member 
states, excluding Croatia, which 
joined the EU in 2013. Data reflect 
earnings for full-time workers.
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This divide applies to the other two household 
tasks considered: cleaning and caring for house-
hold members. One exception is time spent on 
shopping, with men in the nine developing 
countries with data spending as much time as 
women on this activity.

Gender differentials in time spent on unpaid work are 
narrowing over time

Although women and men still spend vastly dif-
ferent amounts of time per day on unpaid activi-
ties, the differentials appear to have decreased 
over time, as shown by data from various coun-
tries (figure 4.23). Variations are found, however, 
among countries in terms of how the decrease 
in gender differentials on time spent on unpaid 
work was reached, the pace of progress as well as 
the type of activities that contributed to the nar-
rowing gender differentials. 

In Norway, for example, the gender difference 
in time spent on unpaid work decreased from 
1 hour and 46 minutes to 50 minutes between 
1990 and 2010. However, comparable data from 
1970 showed that the narrowing of gender dif-
ferentials on unpaid work—a decrease of 1.5 
hours from 1970 to 1990—was sharper than the 
56 minutes of the later period, mainly due to sig-
nificantly reduced time women spent on unpaid 
activities. Men in the same period (1970–1990), 
on the other hand, did not record much increase 
in time spent on unpaid work: most of the in-
crease in men’s unpaid activities occurred be-
tween 2000 and 2010 and was mainly due to an 

increase in time spent on caring for household 
members.69

In the United States, time spent by both women 
and men on unpaid activities declined from 
2003 to 2013 and the gender gap narrowed 
slightly (around 10 minutes) (figure 4.23). Ear-
lier data have shown that in the country, most of 
the narrowing in the gender difference of time 
spent on unpaid work was recorded between the 
mid-1960s and the mid-1990s. During that pe-
riod, a large reduction in women’s time spent on 
household chores−mainly meal preparation and 
cooking (almost 2 hours) was accompanied by a 
small increase in time spent by men on those ac-
tivities (10 additional minutes).70 Between 1993 
and 2003, there was not much change in time 
spent on household tasks, but both women and 
men experienced an increase in time spent on 
childcare.71

The narrowing of gender differences in the time 
spent on unpaid work is mostly attributable to 
the decrease in women’s time spent on house-
work. The time spent by both women and men 
on care for household members, dominated by 
childcare, has not changed much or has even 
increased over time. The increasing amount 
of time spent on childcare was confirmed by a 
study covering 16 countries (mostly developed) 
for the period 1971–1998. The study further 
noted that not only have parents increased the 
amount of time they spend with children, but 
that the increase was mainly spent on interac-
tive activities (such as actively playing with chil-
dren), rather than on passive activities (such as 
minding them).72

In discussions on what contributed to the nar-
rowing of gender differentials in time spent on 
domestic work, women’s economic empower-
ment, particularly their increased participation 
in the labour market, seems to have been an im-
portant contributing factor.73 Additional income 
from women for their families could make out-
sourcing domestic services or dining out more 
affordable. Smaller family size may also be one 
of the factors contributing to reduced work for 
women in the family.

69 Data compiled based on Egge-Hoveid and Sandnes, 
2013.

70 Hamermesh, 2005; Kimberly and others, 2007.
71 Bianchi, Wight and Raley, 2005.
72 Gauthier, Smeedeng and Furstenberg, 2004.
73 Miranda, 2011. 
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Figure 4.22 
Time spent on unpaid work by sex, developing and developed countries, 2005–2013 
(latest available) 

Source: Calculated by the United 
Nations Statistics Division based on 
country-level data from EUROSTAT 
(2011), OECD (2014c), UNECE (2014), 
UNECLAC (2014) and national sta-
tistics offices (as of August 2015).
Note: Unweighted averages. The 
numbers in brackets indicate the 
number of countries included in 
the average.
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Box 4.7 
Time-use statistics: Interpretation and comparability

Time-use surveys collect information on a set of ac-
tivities people engage in during a specific period of 
time. These activities include those that are paid or for 
profit (such as time spent at work), unpaid work (such 
as cleaning, cooking, caring for household members), 
and personal activities (such as sleeping and eating). 
From a gender perspective, time-use surveys provide 
uniquely important data not only on the time spent 
on domestic work but also on the total workload, in-
cluding both domestic work and work for pay or profit.

Data on time-use may be summarized and presented 
as either “participant averages” or “population aver-
ages”. In the participant average, the total time spent 
by the individuals who performed an activity is divided 
by the number of persons who performed it (partici-
pants). In the population average, the total time is di-
vided by the total relevant population (or a sub-group 
thereof), regardless of whether people performed the 
activity or not. In this chapter, all statistics presented 
on time spent in various activities are population av-
erages. Population averages can be used to compare 
groups and assess changes over time. Differences 
among groups or over time may be due to a difference 
(or change) in the proportion of those participating in 
the specific activity or a difference (or change) in the 
amount of time spent by participants, or both.

When time spent is expressed as an average per day, 
it is averaged over seven days of the week (weekdays 
and weekends are not differentiated). Thus, for paid 
work, a five-day work week averaging seven hours per 
day would show up as an average of five hours of paid 
work per day (35 hours divided by 7 days).

International comparability of time-use statistics is 
limited, however, by a number of factors, including:

•	 Diary	 versus	 stylized	 time-use	 survey. Data on 
time-use can be collected through a 24-hour diary 
or stylized questionnaire. With diaries, respondents 
are asked to report on what activity they were per-
forming when they started the day, what activity fol-
lowed, and the time that activity began and ended, 
and so forth through the 24 hours of the day. Styl-
ized time-use questions ask respondents to recall 
the amount of time they allocated to a certain ac-
tivity over a specified period, such as a day or week. 
Often, stylized time-use questions are attached as 
a module to a multipurpose household survey. The 
24-hour diary method yields better results than the 
stylized method but is a more expensive mode of 
data collection. Data obtained from these two dif-
ferent data collection methods are not comparable.

•	 Time-use	activity	classification. As much as possi-
ble, the analysis in this section has been based on the 
trial International Classification of Activities for Time-
use Statistics (ICATUS),a according to which paid and 
unpaid work are delineated by the SNA production 
boundary. National classifications of time-use activi-
ties may differ from the trial ICATUS, resulting in data 
that are not comparable across countries.

•	 Activities	related	to	unpaid	care. Time-use data 
presented refer to the “main activity” only. Any 
“secondary activity” performed simultaneously 
with the main activity is not reflected in the aver-
age times shown. For instance, a woman may be 
cooking and looking after a child simultaneously. 
For countries reporting cooking as the main activ-
ity, time spent caring for children is not accounted 
for and reflected in the statistics. This may affect 
international comparability of data on time spent 
caring for children; it may also underestimate the 
time women spend on this activity. a United Nations, 2005.
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Figure 4.23 
Trends in time spent on unpaid work per day, selected countries

Source: Compiled by the United 
Nations Statistics Division based on 
country-level data from EUROSTAT 
(2011), OECD (2014c), UNECE (2014), 
UNECLAC (2014), and national sta-
tistics offices (as at August 2015).
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The role of government, in terms of providing so-
cial services such as affordable childcare and of-
fering incentives for men such as paternity leave, 
is important in determining how much time 
family members, women in particular, spend on 
unpaid work for their households. For example, 
the reduction of time women spent on domestic 
work was much faster in Denmark, Norway and 
Sweden than in other countries. In these Scandi-
navian countries, social equality is considered to 
be a major goal of public policy and many family-
friendly social services are available.74

2. Combining family responsibilities with 
employment

Women work longer hours each day than men when 
unpaid work is factored in

Time-use surveys and studies collect informa-
tion on time spent on various activities, includ-
ing paid work. On average, women spend less 
time on paid work than men. However, when the 
hours of paid and unpaid work are combined, 
women work longer hours per day than men, in 
both developing and developed countries (figure 
4.24). Women in developing countries spend a 
total of 7 hours and 9 minutes per day on paid 
and unpaid work, while men spend 6 hours 
and 16 minutes per day. Women in developed 
countries spend 6 hours and 45 minutes per day 
on paid and unpaid work (25 minutes less than 
women in developing countries), while men 
spend around 6 hours and 12 minutes per day. 
The gender difference in total working hours—
including paid and unpaid work—is slightly 
smaller in developed than in developing coun-
tries: around 30 minutes in comparison to 50 
minutes, respectively (figure 4.24).

Balancing work and family life is particularly challenging 
for employed women

On average, employed women in the 23 devel-
oping countries with data spend 9 hours and 20 
minutes per day on paid and unpaid work. Em-
ployed men in those countries spend 8 hours and 
7 minutes per day, which is about 1 hour and 10 
minutes less than women (figure 4.25). 

74 Gálvez-Muñoz, Rodríguez-Modroño and Domínguez-
Serrano, 2011; Kan, Sullivan and Gershuny, 2011.

Employed women and men in the 23 developed 
countries with data spend less time than their 
counterpart in developing countries. Women 
spend, on average, 8 hours and 9 minutes, while 
men spend 7 hours and 36 minutes per day on 
paid and unpaid work. 

The gender difference in total working time for 
people who are employed is smaller in devel-
oped countries (slightly more than 30 minutes 
per day) than in developing ones (about 1 hour 
and 10 minutes). However, the gender division 
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Figure 4.24 
Time spent on paid and unpaid work by sex, 
developing and developed countries, 2005–2013 
(latest available) 

Source: Calculated by the United Nations Statistics Division based on 
country-level data from EUROSTAT (2011), OECD (2014c), UNECE (2014), 
UNECLAC (2014), and national statistics offices (as of June 2015).
Note: Unweighted averages. The numbers in brackets indicate the 
number of countries included in the average. 

Figure 4.25 
Time spent on paid and unpaid work by persons 
employed, by sex, 2005–2013 (latest available) 

Source: Calculated by the United Nations Statistics Division based on 
country-level data from UNECE (2014) and national statistics offices (as 
at August 2015).
Note: Unweighted averages. The numbers in brackets indicate the 
number of countries averaged. 
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of labour between paid and unpaid work still 
exists among all countries reviewed. Employed 
women spend more time than men on unpaid 
work (such as cooking, cleaning and caring for 
children), while employed men spend more time 
than women on paid work.

3. Maternity and paternity leave and related 
benefits

Maternity protection is a fundamental human 
right and an important element of policies aimed 
at balancing the participation of women and men 
in family and work life. Maternity protection 
covers various aspects, including the preven-
tion of exposure to health and safety hazards 
during and after pregnancy; entitlement to paid 
maternity leave and breastfeeding breaks; ma-
ternal and child health care; protection against 
discrimination in employment and occupation, 
including with respect to recruitment and dis-
missal; and the guaranteed right to return to the 
job after maternity leave. 

Maternity protection not only contributes to 
the health and well-being of mothers and ba-
bies; it also promotes effective gender equality 
at work. Three maternity protection conven-
tions were adopted by the International Labour 
Organization (ILO) in 1919, 1952 and 2000. The 
latest one is the Maternity Protection Conven-
tion (No. 183), adopted in 2000, which stipulates 
that women should be entitled to no less than 14 
weeks of maternity leave, with paid cash benefits 
of at least two thirds of their previous earnings.75

Many countries have adopted maternity and pa-
ternity benefits through legislation. Both moth-
ers and fathers benefit from the legislation. How-
ever, the coverage is not universal. Workers in 
specific sectors or categories of employment (de-
fined by working-time, type of contract, etc.) are 
often explicitly excluded from maternity and pa-
ternity benefits in legislation in many countries. 
More specifically, workers such as paid domestic 
workers, own-account workers and contributing 
family workers, casual and temporary workers, 
and agricultural workers are usually not eligible 
for maternity and paternity benefits.

75 International Labour Office, 2000.

Maternity leave

Over half of countries offer at least 14 weeks maternity 
leave; the proportion has increased over the past 20 years

In 2013, more than half (53 per cent) of the 174 
countries with available data offered 14 weeks 
minimum statutory (that is, specified in national 
laws and regulations) maternity leave, as recom-
mended by ILO Convention No. 183.

All countries in the Caucasus and Central Asia, 
and Eastern and Southern Europe offer at least 14 
weeks of maternity leave. Most countries in the 
other developed regions also follow the Conven-
tion. The length of statutory maternity leave is 
shorter than 14 weeks for many countries in other 
regions. In Eastern Asia and sub-Saharan Africa, 
for example, between 40 and 50 per cent of coun-
tries offer 14 weeks or more of maternity leave. 
In other regions, namely, Latin America and the 
Caribbean, Northern Africa and Western Asia, 
Oceania, Southern Asia and South-Eastern Asia, 
less than 30 per cent of countries offer at least 14 
weeks for maternity leave (figure 4.26).

From 1994 to 2013, the number of countries 
offering 14 weeks minimum statutory mater-
nity leave increased from 38 to 53 per cent. In 
Eastern Europe and the Caucasus and Central 
Asia, 75 per cent of countries specified at least 14 
weeks of maternity leave in 1994, and all coun-
tries currently offer 14 weeks at a minimum. For 
developed regions (excluding Eastern Europe), 
countries having at least 14 weeks of maternity 
leave increased from 77 to above 90 per cent. 
Improvements were also made in Africa, Asia, 
Latin America and the Caribbean, Northern Af-
rica and Western Asia. 76

Fewer than half of countries meet the criteria set by ILO 
Convention No. 183 on maternity leave benefits

The ILO Convention No. 183 specifies that 
women should be granted paid cash benefits of 
at least two thirds of their previous earnings for 
at least 14 weeks of maternity leave. Out of 174 
countries that have information on maternity 
leave, 83 (48 per cent) met the criteria set by the 
Convention in 2013, including all countries in 
Eastern Europe and the Caucasus and Central 
Asia (100 per cent). The proportion of countries 
that meet the criteria is slightly lower in Southern 

76 International Labour Office, 2014c.
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Europe (92 per cent) and other developed regions 
(79 per cent). The proportion of countries meet-
ing the required criteria is much lower in devel-
oping regions, ranging from 50 per cent in East-
ern Asia to 0 per cent in Oceania ( a). Only two 
countries do not have legal provisions on cash 
benefits for maternity leave: Papua New Guinea 
and the United States. 

The source of cash benefits for maternity leave 
is also significant. Using social security or so-
cial insurance instead of having employers bear 
the cost for paying such benefits should reduce 
discrimination against women, especially those 
of reproductive age in the labour market. In 
2013, all countries in Eastern Europe and the 
Caucasus and Central Asia covered cash ben-

Figure 4.26 
Distribution of countries with maternity leave provisions by length of leave and by region, 2013

Source: Calculated by the United 
Nations Statistics Division using 
data from the International Labour 
Office, 2014c, Maternity and Pa-
ternity at Work: Law and Practice 
across the World. 
Note: Other developed regions 
include countries in Northern and 
Western Europe, as well as Aus-
tralia, Canada, Japan, New Zealand, 
and the United States. 0
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Figure 4.27 
Maternity leave duration and cash benefits by region, 2013

Source: Calculated by the United 
Nations Statistics Division, based 
on data from International Labour 
Office, 2014c, Maternity and Pa-
ternity at Work: Law and Practice 
across the World. 
Note: Other developed regions 
include countries in Northern and 
Western Europe, as well as Aus-
tralia, Canada, Japan, New Zealand, 
and the United States. 0
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(a) Proportion of countries that pay at least two thirds of women's previous income for 14 weeks or more, 2013
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efits for maternity leave through social insur-
ance schemes. The percentage of such countries 
was lower in Southern Europe (92 per cent) and 
other developed regions (83 per cent). The per-
centage was much lower in the other regions, at 
60 per cent or less. Twenty-eight countries fund 
maternity leave cash benefits through a combi-
nation of social security and employer contribu-
tions, among which nine are in Latin America 
and the Caribbean and in sub-Saharan Africa, 
respectively (figure 4.27b).

Paternity leave

Paternity leave is becoming more common

Paternity leave, in general, is a short period of 
leave for the father immediately following the 
birth of his child. It is intended to encourage 
fathers to assist mothers in recovering from 
childbirth to take care of the newborn and other 
children, and to attend to other family-related 
responsibilities. A recent OECD study carried 
out for four countries—Australia, Denmark, 
the United Kingdom and the United States—
has shown that fathers who take leave around 
the birth of their child, especially those taking 
two weeks or more, are more likely to engage 
in childcare-related activities when the children 
are young.77

77 Huerta and others, 2013.

In 2013, out of 163 countries with available 
data, 78 (48 per cent) had provisions on pater-
nity leave. Southern Europe and the other de-
veloped regions have the highest proportion of 
countries with such provisions (80 per cent and 
63 per cent, respectively). More than half of sub-
Saharan African countries (53 per cent) offer 
paternity leave. Very few countries in Southern 
Asia offer paternity leave (14 per cent), and no 
country in Oceania has a provision on paternity 
leave. In other regions, the prevalence of pater-
nity leave ranges from between 30 and 50 per 
cent (figure 4.28).

Paternity leave is becoming more common: The 
proportion of countries with such leave provi-
sions has increased from 27 per cent in 1994 to 48 
per cent in 2013. Countries in Southern Europe 
and the other developed regions also witnessed 
an increase in the length of time granted for pa-
ternity leave. In 2013, 19 countries in those two 
regions offered seven days or more, compared to 
five countries in 1994.78

The duration of statutory paternity leave varies 
from one day to more than two weeks, mostly 
paid. Among the 78 countries that provide pater-
nity leave in 2013, 69 offer cash benefits. In more 
than half (44 countries), cash benefits are covered 
by employers only. One major issue in discussing 
paternity leave is the difference between statu-
tory paternity leave and the actual rates of fathers 

78 Calculated by United Nations Statistics Division based 
on data from International Labour Office, 2014c. 

Figure 4.28 
Proportion of countries with paternity leave provisions by length of leave and region, 2013

Source: Calculated by United Na-
tions Statistics Division, based on 
data from International Labour Of-
fice, 2014c, Maternity and Paternity 
at Work: Law and Practice across 
the World. 
Note: Paternity leave as referred 
to here includes both dedicated 
paternity leave and general fam-
ily leave. These two bear differ-
ent weight when considering a fa-
ther’s involvement after the birth 
of a child. General family leave may 
be used for other family events and 
not necessarily used for the birth of 
a child. Other developed regions 
include countries in Northern and 
Western Europe, as well as Aus-
tralia, Canada, Japan, New Zealand, 
and the United States.
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taking that leave. Data are not available to show 
cross-country comparisons on paternity leave 
take-up rates. However, as discussed in the case 
of maternity leave, cash benefits paid by social 
security systems rather than by employers not 

only help reduce potential employment discrimi-
nation against fathers with family responsibili-
ties but also help improve the take-up rates for 
paternity leave. 
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Chapter 5

Power and decision-making 

Introduction

In societies around the world, men typically hold 
most positions of power and decision-making, 
an area in which gender inequality is often se-
vere and highly visible. Advances over the past 
two decades are evident in all regions and most 
countries, but progress has been slow. Women 
continue to be underrepresented in national 
parliaments. They are seldom leaders of major 
political parties, participate as candidates in 
elections in small numbers and, during electoral 
processes, face multiple obstacles deeply rooted 
in inequality in gender norms and expectations. 
The use by some countries of gender quotas has 
improved women’s chances of being elected. Yet, 
once elected, few women reach the higher ech-
elons of parliamentary hierarchies.

Women are also largely excluded from executive 
branches of government, and female Heads of 
State or Government are still the exception. Only 
a minority of women are appointed as ministers 
and, when they are, they are usually not assigned 

to core ministries (such as to the cabinet of the 
prime minister, or to ministries of home affairs, 
finance, defence and justice). Women continue to 
be outnumbered by men in the highest-ranking 
positions in the civil service. They are not equally 
represented among government ambassadors 
and representatives to the United Nations, nor 
in local government. The underrepresentation 
of women is even more extreme in the private 
sector. The glass ceiling appears to be most im-
penetrable in the largest corporations, which are 
still essentially male dominated, particularly at 
the level of CEO.

This chapter provides an assessment of the cur-
rent situation in the participation of women and 
men in positions of power and decision-making 
across the world, as well as trends over the past 
two decades. Three main areas are covered: poli-
tics and governance, the media, and the private 
sector.

Key findings

•	 The number of female Heads of State or Government reached 19 in 2015, only seven more than in 1995.

•	 Women’s representation in lower or single houses of parliament has increased, yet globally only about one 
in every five of parliamentarians is a woman.

•	 Around 30 per cent of electoral candidates in lower or single houses of parliament are women.

•	 Women’s representation among cabinet ministers increased from 6 per cent in 1994 to 18 per cent in 2015.

•	 Women’s participation in local government has grown in many countries, yet remains far from parity.

•	 Women are outnumbered by men among judges and magistrates in about half of the countries with data. 
At higher levels up the judicial hierarchy, women’s representation declines drastically.

•	 The media remains a male-dominated industry that reinforces gender stereotypes.

•	 The glass ceiling appears to be most impenetrable in the world’s largest corporations; less than 4 per cent 
of Chief Executive Officers (CEOs) are women and the gender composition of executive boards of private 
companies is far from parity.
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Box 5.1 
Gaps in statistics on women in positions of power and decision-making

Women’s representation in positions of power 
and decision-making in public office, corpora-
tions and the media has garnered growing atten-
tion over the past two decades. Moreover, data 
for monitoring progress in these areas are also 
increasingly available. The most readily available 
information on decision-making relates to the 
number and proportion of women in national 
parliaments and key elected positions, collected 
under the auspices of the Inter-Parliamentary Un-
ion (IPU). For instance, the number of countries 
from which data on women’s representation in 
lower or single houses of parliament were avail-
able increased from 167 in 1997 to 190 in 2015.a 
Data on women’s representation in ministerial 
positions were available for 181 countries in 1994 
and 192 countries in 2015.b

For other topics, data are available for fewer 
countries. For example, as at March 2015, sex-
disaggregated data on candidates in the latest 
parliamentary elections, compiled by the IPU, 
are available for 99c countries compared to 65 
countries in 2010d. Sex-disaggregated data, as at 
April 2015, on the number of female judges and 
magistrates, compiled annually by the United 
Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC), are 
available for 76 countries.e

Data on power and decision-making are also col-
lected by regional organizations for their mem-
ber States. The European Commission, for ex-
ample, regularly monitors the numbers of men 
and women in key decision-making positions for 
the 28 countries of the European Union (EU), as 
well as candidate countries (such as Iceland, Ser-
bia, the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia 
and Turkey) and two other European countries 
(Liechtenstein and Norway)f. Indicators main-
tained in its database cover positions in politics, 
public administration, the judiciary, business and 
finance, social partners and non-governmental 
organizations (NGOs), environment and the me-
dia. The United Nations Economic Commission 
for Europe (UNECE) also maintains indicators on 
positions of decision-making in public life and 
the private sector for its Member States.g The 
United Nations Economic Commission for Latin 
America and the Caribbean (UNECLAC) main-
tains indicators on autonomy in decision-mak-
ing in the Gender Equality Observatory for Latin 
America and the Caribbeanh, as well as indica-
tors on women in power and decision-making in 

CEPALSTAT (Statistics on Latin America and the 
Caribbean).i Data are available from 1998 to 2013 
for countries in Latin America and the Caribbean, 
as well as for  some countries in Europe such as 
Portugal and Spain.

Consistently measuring the participation of 
women in local governments across countries 
and regions remains a challenge, since interna-
tionally agreed standards, definitions and indi-
cators for monitoring this area are yet to be de-
veloped. Moreover, local government structures 
vary from one country to the next. Depending on 
the region or country, data collected may differ in 
the level or type of positions taken into consid-
eration, and the metadata needed to understand 
those differences are often missing. Currently, 
data on participation in local governments are 
regularly collected and maintained by some re-
gional agencies only, including by the European 
Commission and UNECE for Europe and by UN-
ECLAC for Latin America and the Caribbean. All 
together, these sources provided data on mayors 
for 59 countries and on city or town councils for 
55 countries in Europe and Latin America and the 
Caribbean.j In Asia and Oceania, information on 
the percentage of subnational (all tiers of gov-
ernment below national level) women’s repre-
sentation has been published in ad hoc regional 
reports prepared by the United Nations Devel-
opment Programme (UNDP) and is available for 
29 countries.k The United Nations Economic and 
Social Commission for Western Asia (UNESCWA) 
produced the electronic publication “Gender in 
Figures” in 2011, 2013 and 2013–2014, and in the 
latest editionl, published data on women in local 
councils or municipalities for eight countries in 
Northern Africa and Western Asia. 

At the international level, official data also tend to 
be sparse on women’s access to high-level deci-
sion-making positions in the media and the pri-
vate sector. Statistics and analysis on these topics 
are based in large part on private and NGO 
sources. Most of the indicators for measuring the 
participation of women in power and decision-
making focus on their individual participation. 
However, women’s collective action is of equal 
importance if women’s issues are going to be 
taken into consideration by policy makers.m Yet, 
the measurement of collective action is challeng-
ing as the concept is broad and requires many 
different aspects to be measured.

a United Nations, 2015a.
b United Nations, table  6A, 

2000a and IPU and UN 
Women, 2015.

c Compiled by the United 
Nations Statistics Division 
from IPU, PARLINE database 
on national parliaments, 
www.ipu.org/parline-e/
parlinesearch.asp (accessed 
25 March 2015). Data for 
Andorra, Canada, Cyprus, 
Estonia, Ireland and the 
Lao People’s Democratic 
Republic obtained from the 
IPU, 2011c. Data for Arme-
nia, Gambia and Lesotho 
obtained from IPU, 2013.

d United Nations, 2010b.
e UNODC, 2015.
f European Commission, 

2015a.
g UNECE, 2015.
h UNECLAC, 2014.
i UNECLAC, 2015.
j European Commission, 

2015a; UNECLAC, 2015.
k UNDP, 2014.
l UNESCWA, 2015.
m UN Women, 2015.
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A. Politics and governance

Equal participation of women and men in politics 
is central to more inclusive and democratic gov-
ernance. As stated in the Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights, “everyone has the right to take 
part in the government of his country, directly 
or through freely chosen representatives.”1, 2 
Greater representation of women in national and 
local government can bring a different perspec-
tive on women’s needs and priorities when fram-
ing national and local policies and allocating 
budgets. The election of women to parliament 
can be a first step towards gender-sensitive re-
forms. In some contexts, greater representation 
of women in public decision-making has already 
been associated with policy and budgetary shifts. 
For instance, a study conducted in 2006 –2008 
among parliamentarians from 110 countries 
showed that women in parliament were more 
likely than men to prioritize gender and social 
issues such as childcare, equal pay, parental leave, 
pensions, reproductive rights and protection 
against gender-based violence.3

1. Parliaments

Women’s representation in parliament has increased,  
yet globally only about one in five members of parliament 

are female

Although women make up about half of the 
electorate and have attained the right to vote 
and hold office in almost every country in the 
world,4 they continue to be underrepresented as 
members of national parliaments. Improvement 
in the representation of women in this domain 
has been steady, but there is still a long way to go. 
The proportion of seats held by women in single 
or lower chambers of national parliaments5 was 

1 United Nations, 1946.
2 This right was reiterated in the Article 25 of the Interna-

tional Covenant on Civil and Political Rights adopted by 
General Assembly resolution 2200 (XXI) of 16 December 
1966. United Nations, 1966.

3 IPU, 2008.
4 In Saudi Arabia, while women and men have the right to 

vote, women are yet to vote in an election. In Brunei Darus-
salam, women and men have limited voting rights. In the 
United Arab Emirates (UAE) there is limited suffrage as the 
Parliament is indirectly elected. UN Women, 2015.

5 Out of 191 countries with parliaments, 115 have unicam-
eral parliaments and 76 countries have bicameral par-
liaments (which include a lower chamber and an upper 
house or senate). As at 1 January 2015, there was no parlia-
ment in Brunei Darussalam, the Central African Republic 
and Egypt. IPU and UN Women, 2015.

22 per cent in 2015, almost double the level re-
corded in 1997 (12 per cent).6

The share of women in parliament has increased 
steadily in most subregions (figure 5.1). In 2015, 
it was highest in the Caribbean, followed by de-
veloped regions, Latin America, Northern Africa 
and sub-Saharan Africa. All subregions in Asia 
and Oceania were below the global average. The 
lowest share of women in parliament continues to 
be found in Oceania, although minor improve-
ments have been noted over time. Eastern Asia, 
which used to have one of the highest shares of 
women in single or lower houses of parliament in 
1990, has made little progress and, in 2015, was 
below the global average.

A small number of countries have reached or 
surpassed the parity line of 50 percent. Since 
2003, the record for women’s representation in a 
national parliament is no longer held by any of 
the Nordic countries, which have been leading on 
this issue for decades.7 Instead, Rwanda is pres-
ently ranked as number one (64 per cent). Other 
countries or areas ranking high in the representa-
tion of women in parliament are Bolivia (53 per 
cent), Andorra (50 per cent) and Cuba (49 per 
cent). They are followed by a group of countries 
with representation by women ranging from 40 
to 44 per cent and include Ecuador, Finland, Ice-
land, Mozambique, Namibia, Norway, Senegal, 
Seychelles, South Africa, Spain and Sweden. All 
these countries have reached and surpassed the 
international target of 30 per cent of women in 
leadership positions originally set by the United 
Nations Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) 
in 19908 and reaffirmed in the Beijing Platform 
for Action in 1995.9 In 2015, a total of 43 out of 
190 countries reached or surpassed this target. 
These countries cut across all levels of economic 
development and democratic freedoms and liber-
ties. Most of them are located in the three regions 
that progressed the most over the past two dec-
ades in terms of meeting the target: the developed 
regions (18 countries), sub-Saharan Africa (12 
countries), and Latin America and the Caribbean 
(9 countries). At the other extreme, 70 countries 
(or close to one third of all countries with parlia-
ments) have less than 15 per cent participation of 
women in the lower or single houses of national 

6 As at January of corresponding year. United Nations, 
2015c.

7 IPU, 2011a.
8 United Nations, 1990.
9 United Nations, 1995a.
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parliaments. In five of those countries, all with a 
relatively small population size, no women were 
represented as at January 2015 (Micronesia, Pa-
lau, Qatar, Tonga and Vanuatu).

Factors affecting women’s representation in 
parliament

Less women candidates, party dynamics favouring men, 
political interest and knowledge may explain women’s 

lower participation in parliaments

Several factors may explain differences in the 
share of women in national parliaments across 
countries and over time, including: the use of 
legislated and voluntary party gender quotas; 
the representation of women in high-level posi-
tions in political parties; the supply of electoral 
candidates; equal access to resources in election 
campaigns; and gender differences in political 
interest and knowledge, along with gender per-
ceptions and stereotypes.

a. Gender quotas

Gender quotas aim to reverse discrimination 
in law and practice and to level the playing field 
for women in politics. They are numerical tar-
gets that stipulate the number or percentage of 
women that must be included in a candidate list 
or the number of seats to be allocated to women 
in a legislature. Gender quotas may be mandated 
in the constitution, stipulated in a country’s na-
tional legislation, or formulated in a political 
party statute. Typically, three types of electoral 
quotas are used, the first two being legislated 
quotas (constitutional and/or legislative) and the 
third one voluntary: (a) reserved seats—reserves 
a number of seats for women in a legislative as-
sembly; (b) legislated candidate quotas—reserves 
a number of places on electoral lists for female 
candidates; and (c) voluntary party quotas—re-
fers to targets voluntarily adopted by political 
parties to include a certain percentage of women 
as candidates in elections.10

10 International IDEA (International Institute for Democ-
racy and Electoral Assistance), IPU and Stockholm Uni-
versity, 2013.
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Figure 5.1 
Proportion of seats held by women in single or lower houses of parliament, by region as at January 2015

Source: United Nations, Millennium Development Goals 2015: Statistical annex (2015c), http://mdgs.un.org/unsd/mdg/Resources/Static/Products/Progress2015/Statannex.pdf  
(accessed 14 July 2015).
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Gender quotas are more often used in countries in Africa 
and Latin America and the Caribbean

Gender quotas are increasingly used to improve 
women’s representation in parliament.11 As at 
2015, 74 countries had implemented some form 
of legislated gender quotas for single or lower 
houses of national parliaments. Reserved seats 
are used in 20 countries, all in developing regions. 
This type of quota is most often implemented in 
sub-Saharan Africa (11 countries). Legislated 
candidate quotas are the most frequently used 
type of quota, both in developing regions (36 
countries) and developed regions (13 countries). 
They are most often used in Latin America and 
the Caribbean and sub-Saharan Africa. In five 
countries, both reserved seats and legislated 
candidate quotas are used (Algeria, Iraq, Kenya, 
Mauritania and Rwanda12). Finally, voluntary 
party quotas are used alone in 37 countries13 
and in combination to legislated quotas in an 
additional 17 countries. In total, voluntary party 
quotas are used by 54 countries, 26 in developed 
regions and 28 in developing regions.

Overall, countries using gender quotas have a higher 
representation of women in parliament

Overall, countries with any type of gender quota 
have higher proportions of seats held by women 
in lower or single houses of parliament –26 per 
cent for countries with voluntary party quotas, 
25 per cent for countries using legislated candi-
date quotas and 23 per cent for countries using 
reserved seats, compared to only 16 per cent in 
countries without any type of quota (figure 5.2).

11 Ibid.
12 Kenya, Mauritania and Rwanda have quota systems that 

include both reserved seats and legislated candidate quo-
tas within one level/house of parliament. A number of 
women are elected through the system of reserved seats, 
while another set are elected through a legislated candi-
date quota. Algeria and Iraq use unique quota systems, 
which combine features of legislated candidate quotas 
and reserved seats. The weighted average of the propor-
tions of seats held by women in the five countries with 
both reserved seats and legislated candidate quotas is 
29 per cent (not shown in figure 5.2). Additionally, in 
Georgia, the legislation on political parties sets a gender 
quota of 30 per cent in every 10 candidates on the list, 
and provides for financial incentives to those parties 
which comply with this requirement. No sanctions are 
provided for parties which decide not to comply with 
these requirements. Due to the non-mandatory nature 
of these rules, Georgia is not classified as a country with 
legislated candidate quotas. International IDEA, IPU 
and Stockholm University, 2013.

13 At least one party in each country.

Among the 43 countries with at least 30 per cent 
of representation of women in the lower or single 
house of the parliament, 36 (84 per cent) have 
implemented some type of gender quotas: 18 
have legislated candidate quotas; 4 have reserved 
seats; 2 have both, reserved seats and legislated 
candidate quotas; and 12 have voluntary politi-
cal party quotas. At the other extreme, among 
39 countries with 10 per cent or less of represen-
tation of women in the lower or single house of 
parliament, 28 (72 per cent) have no gender quo-
tas implemented.

Gender quotas have improved women’s representation in 
national parliaments in post-conflict settings

The success of Rwanda in achieving the highest 
proportion of women ever recorded by a parlia-
mentary chamber (64 per cent in 2015) is based 
on the electoral framework adopted after the 1994 
genocide in that country. Under the framework, 
women’s political representation is envisioned 
as one of the pillars of post-conflict reconstruc-
tion and reconciliation.14 The electoral system in 
Rwanda provides for legislated quotas, both in 
terms of reserved seats (24 reserved seats out of 
80 members in the Chamber of Deputies) and 
legislated candidate quotas (30 per cent women 
candidates for the 53 openly contested seats).15 
In the 2013 elections, women took the 24 seats 
reserved by the Chamber of Deputies for women, 
26 of the 53 openly contested seats, and one of the 
two seats reserved for youth.16

14 IPU, 2014.
15 International IDEA, IPU and Stockholm University, 2013.
16 IPU, 2014.
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type of gender quota, as at 13 March 2015

Source: Compiled and calculated 
by the United Nations Statistics Di-
vision from data obtained from In-
ternational IDEA and others, Quota 
project: global database of quotas 
for women. www.quotaproject.
org/ (accessed 13 March 2015); In-
ternational IDEA, IPU (Inter-Par-
liamentary Union) and Stockholm 
University, 2013. Atlas of Elec-
toral Gender Quotas. Geneva: IPU; 
United Nations Millennium De-
velopment Goals indicators data-
base, http://mdgs.un.org/unsd/
mdg/Default.aspx (accessed 14 
July 2015).
Note: Numbers in parenthesis in-
dicate the number of countries re-
flected in the analysis. For the pur-
pose of this analysis, countries 
using voluntary party quotas com-
bined with legislated quotas were 
classified under legislated quotas. 
The weighted average of the pro-
portions of seats held by women 
in the five countries with both re-
served seats and legislated candi-
date quotas is 29 per cent. Georgia, 
where supplementary public fund-
ing incentives are implemented, 
has a proportion of 11 per cent.
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A number of other countries have also used the 
post-conflict reconstruction process to intro-
duce stronger equality and non-discrimination 
provisions in women’s political participation and 
representation rights, including through gender 
quotas. This has been the case, for example, in 
South Africa, as well as in Afghanistan, Bosnia 
and Herzegovina, Iraq, Kyrgyzstan, Libya, Ser-
bia, the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia 
and Timor-Leste.17

Recently implemented gender quotas are fast-tracking 
women’s representation in national parliaments

In recent years, gains in women’s representation 
in single or lower houses of parliament have been 
linked to the implementation of legislated or vol-
untary party quotas during elections.18 Some of 
the largest gains were observed in Africa, includ-
ing in Algeria (from 8 per cent in 2012 to 32 per 
cent in 2013), Senegal (23 per cent in 2012 to 43 
per cent in 2013), South Africa (33 per cent in 
2009 to 45 per cent in 2010) and Zimbabwe (15 
per cent in 2013 to 32 per cent in 2014).19 On the 
other hand, in Egypt, the revocation of quota 
legislation in the run-up to the 2011 election re-
sulted in a decrease of women’s representation, 
from 13 per cent in 2010 to 2 per cent in 2011.20

It is important to note, however, that the impact 
of quotas may vary depending on the electoral 
system.21 Gender quotas are more difficult to im-
plement in “majority electoral systems” or single-
winner systems. Typically in these systems each 
party nominates a single candidate per district 
and women get to compete directly with men 
in their constituencies. In such cases, political 
parties tend not to field women candidates, or 
to field them in constituencies where the party 
is less likely to succeed. By comparison, electoral 
systems based on “proportional representation” 
are more favourable to the use of legislated can-
didate quotas. This allows more women to be in-

17 International IDEA, IPU and Stockholm University, 2013.
18 IPU, 2010; IPU, 2011b; IPU, 2011c; IPU 2013; IPU, 2014.
19 United Nations, 2015a.
20 International IDEA, IPU and Stockholm University, 2013.
21 Most electoral systems can be classified as: “majority 

electoral system” (requiring that candidates achieve a 
majority of votes in order to win. “Majority” is normally 
defined as 50 per cent-plus-one-vote) and “proportional 
representation” (the overall votes of a party are trans-
lated into a corresponding proportion of seats in an 
elected body — a party that wins 30 per cent of the votes 
will receive approximately 30 per cent of the seats). In-
ternational IDEA, IPU and Stockholm University, 2013.

cluded in the list of candidates from a party and 
to eventually win a seat in the parliament.22

Furthermore, gender quotas are more effective 
when they include specific, measurable numeri-
cal targets; are accompanied by rules on the fair 
placement of women on candidate lists; and are 
enforced by sanctions for non-compliance with 
the law. Only 57 per cent of countries and terri-
tories that have legislated candidate quotas have 
instituted sanctions for non-compliance with the 
provisions of the law and only 13 per cent provide 
for financial sanction. 23

b. Political parties

Women are underrepresented in senior positions  
of major political parties

Gender equality in politics requires that women 
participate as equal members with men in politi-
cal parties. Political parties are instrumental in 
forming future political leaders and supporting 
them throughout the election process. In par-
ticular, they are responsible for drawing up can-
didate lists, implementing legislated candidate 
quotas and taking up voluntary party quotas.

Yet political parties are still male-dominated 
at the highest levels. For instance, in European 
countries, only a few political parties have women 
as their leaders. In 2014,24 women represented 
only 13 per cent of all leaders of major parties25 
in the 28 countries of the EU. In half of the EU 
countries, no woman leads a major political party. 
Among the countries with a better representation 
of women were Germany (3 in 7 party leaders), 
Denmark (2 in 6), Croatia (1 in 3) and the Neth-
erlands (2 in 7). Other European countries with a 
high representation of women among party lead-
ers included Norway (3 in 6) and Iceland (2 in 5).26

Similarly, in Latin American countries, few 
women hold senior positions in the organiza-
tional structures of political parties. On aver-
age, in 2009, women made up approximately 50 
per cent of active party members in the seven 
countries for which data are available, but only 
16 per cent of party presidents or secretaries-

22 International IDEA, IPU and Stockholm University, 2013.
23 Ibid.
24 As at April 2014.
25 Major political parties are those with at least 5 per cent 

of seats in the national parliament (either the upper or 
lower houses in case of a bicameral system).

26 European Commission, 2015a (database accessed 11 
March 2015).
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general.27 Women also occupied only 19 per 
cent of the seats on national executive commit-
tees of the parties, where they were relegated to 
the least powerful positions. Men generally held 
the most senior or powerful positions, including 
president, secretary-general, economic secre-
tary, and programming secretary, while women 
held less influential positions, including minutes 
secretary, archivists, or director of training or 
culture. This lack of gender balance in the struc-
ture of political parties was also reflected in the 
candidate lists offered to voters. On average, only 
one in every four candidates, and one in every 
seventh first-ranking candidates was a woman.28

c. Electoral systems and candidates

Women are less than 20 per cent of candidates in political 
elections in most developing countries

Generally, the low proportion of seats held by 
women in lower or single houses of parliament is 
a reflection of the low share of female candidates 
in elections (figure 5.3). This means that an in-
sufficient number of women candidates run for 
national parliament. Sex-disaggregated data on 
candidates for the lower or single house of parlia-
ment in 99 countries with available data show that 
on average 28 per cent of candidates are women.29 
Among these countries, 55 have proportions lower 
than 20 per cent, mostly in developing regions. In 
Oceania, shares of women among electoral candi-
dates lower than 10 per cent are common, with the 
exception of Fiji (18 per cent in the September 2014 
elections) and Tonga (15 per cent in the November 
2014 elections). In developed regions, the share of 
women among electoral candidates is higher than 
20 per cent, except for Japan (17 per cent in the 
December 2014 elections) and Ireland (16 per 
cent in the February 2011 elections). Belgium and 
Cuba have the highest share of women among 
candidates at 49 per cent. They are followed by a 
group of countries with shares between 40 and 47 
per cent: Tunisia (47 per cent), Sweden and Na-
mibia (45 per cent), Poland (44 per cent), Andorra 
(43 per cent), Iceland (42 per cent) and France and 
Norway (40 per cent each).

27 International IDEA and IDB, 2011. 
28 Ibid. 
29 Weighted average calculated by the United Nations Sta-

tistics Division based on IPU, PARLINE database on na-
tional parliaments, www.ipu.org/parline-e/parlinesearch.
asp (accessed 25 March 2015). Data for Andorra, Canada, 
Cyprus, Estonia, Ireland and the Lao People’s Democratic 
Republic obtained from the IPU, 2011c. Data for Armenia, 
Gambia and Lesotho obtained from IPU, 2013.

Female candidates are less likely than male candidates to 
win elections

In some countries, the low proportion of women 
in parliament is related not just to the lower pro-
portion of female candidates but also to the lower 
election rates of women candidates compared to 
men candidates. For instance, out of 36 elections 
held in 35 countries for the lower or single house 
of parliament in 2011 or 2012, men had higher 
election rates than women in 18 elections, while 
only 10 had election rates higher for women than 
men. In the remaining eight elections, the rates 
were equal between women and men.30

d. Gender norms and expectations

Gender norms and expectations drastically re-
duce the pool of female candidates even before 
elections begin. Women often report less interest 
and knowledge in politics than men. For example, 
data on interest in politics for 57 countries or areas 
conducting World Values Surveys in 2010–2014 
show that men (52 per cent) are more likely than 
women (42 per cent) to be interested in politics, 
by 10 percentage points on average. The largest 
differences, of at least 19 percentage points, are 
noted in Poland, Tunisia, Turkey, Zimbabwe and 
the State of Palestine. The lowest differences, of 
5 percentage points or less, but still to the advan-
tage of men, were noted in Bahrain, Colombia, 

30 IPU, 2011c and IPU 2013.
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Source: Compiled by the United 
Nations Statistics Division from 
IPU, PARLINE database on national 
parliaments, www.ipu.org/par-
line-e/parlinesearch.asp (accessed 
25 March 2015) and Millennium 
Development Goals indicators da-
tabase, http://mdgs.un.org/unsd/
mdg/Default.aspx (accessed 14 
July 2015). Data for Andorra, Can-
ada, Cyprus, Estonia, Ireland and 
the Lao People’s Democratic Re-
public obtained from IPU, 2011c. 
Data for Armenia, Gambia and Le-
sotho obtained from IPU, 2013.
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Ecuador, Jordan, Kyrgyzstan, Mexico, the Philip-
pines, Ukraine, Uruguay and Yemen.31 Other re-
search in 10 countries (most of them in developed 
regions) found that, in all of them, lower propor-
tions of women than men were able to correctly 
answer questions on domestic and international 
news related to politics and economics.32

After women decide to run for office and are 
nominated by their parties, they face obstacles 
that may diminish their chances of being elected. 
For example, despite improvements in public at-
titudes towards gender equality,33 strong gender 
stereotypes about women not being as good as 
men in positions of political leadership persist 
around the world. In the last round of the ‘World 
Values Survey’ people were asked whether they 
agreed with the statement that, on the whole, 
men make better political leaders than women. 
Answers varied greatly from country to country. 
At one extreme were Egypt, Ghana, Jordan, Qa-
tar and Yemen, where more than 80 per cent of 
people agreed with the statement. At the other 
extreme, were the Netherlands, Sweden and Uru-
guay, where 11 per cent or less of people agreed 
with that statement.34, 35

Another obstacle to the election of women to po-
litical office is gender bias in media coverage. For 
instance, a study on media coverage during the 
2009 and 2010 elections in Bolivia, Chile, Costa 
Rica, Colombia and the Dominican Republic36 
showed that women candidates were allocated 
less time and space in the media than their male 
counterparts—in particular, time related to pro-
grammatic issues—and were subject to a higher 
negative bias in coverage. Lack of media coverage 
of women candidates was also noted in countries 
in other regions.37 A survey of daily election sto-
ries in the United Republic of Tanzania, for in-
stance, revealed that men politicians dominated 
as both subjects and sources of election stories. 
In Sudan, there were reports that women were 

31 World Values Survey, 2015 (accessed 19 March 2015).
32 Goldsmiths University of London, 2013; Guardian (The), 

11 July 2013.
33 United Nations, 2014c.
34 Answers have been aggregated for the categories “agree 

strongly” and “agree” based on the World Values Survey, 
2015.

35 In some countries conducting World Values Surveys, the 
proportion of respondents who disagree with the state-
ment: “on the whole, men make better political leaders 
than women do” increased since the mid-1990s. United 
Nations, 2014c.

36 UN Women and International IDEA, 2011. 
37 IPU, 2011b. 

losing out in terms of media coverage; and in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, while photographs of 
women candidates were common, their opinions 
were rarely published.38

38 Ibid.

Lower or single house Upper house

Africa  

Botswana Equatorial Guinea

Mauritius Gabon

Mozambique South Africa

Rwanda Swaziland

South Africa Zimbabwe

Uganda

United Republic of Tanzania

Asia  

Bangladesh

India

Lao People’s Democratic Republic

Singapore

Turkmenistan

Latin America and the Caribbean

Bolivia Antigua and Barbuda

Dominica Bahamas

Ecuador Barbados

Peru Chile

Suriname Dominican Republic

Oceania  

Fiji

Developed regions  

Australia Austria

Austria Belgium

Bosnia and Herzegovina Netherlands

Bulgaria Russian Federation

Italy United Kingdom

Latvia

Lithuania

Netherlands

Portugal

Serbia

Table 5.1 
Countries with a woman presiding over the lower or 
single house of parliament or upper house or senate, 
by region as at 1 January 2015

Source: IPU and UN Women, 2015; IPU, 2015b.
Note: Out of a total 267 parliamentary chambers (lower or single and 
upper houses), two have an additional 2 speakers and three have 1 ad-
ditional speaker, for a total of 274 speakers.



Power and decision-making 127

Women in positions of parliamentary leadership

Once elected, women parliamentarians need to 
hold positions of power and authority and par-
ticipate in committee work if they are to influence 
policy direction. They also need to be positive role 
models for other women, work to change parlia-
mentary procedures and, ultimately, support 
women’s rights and pursue gender equality. Nev-
ertheless, few women in politics reach the higher 
echelons of parliamentary hierarchies, particu-
larly at the top levels as president or speaker of the 
house. In 2015, women presided over the lower 
or single houses of parliament in only 28 out of 
191 countries (or 15 per cent), and over the upper 
house or senate in only 15 out of 76 countries (20 
per cent) (table 5.1). The highest concentration of 
female presiding officers was found in developed 
regions, followed by sub-Saharan Africa. At the 
opposite end of the spectrum, developing coun-
tries in Oceania, the region with the lowest share 
of women in parliament, have only one woman 
presiding in parliament (in Fiji). Developing 
countries in Asia have no women presiding in the 
upper house (or senate).

Women’s representation among committee chairs in 
parliament remains low and confined to social affairs

Committees are smaller forums of parliamentar-
ians where members investigate the workability 
of legislation and government policy and make 
recommendations to the broader parliamentary 
arena. An IPU survey on parliaments conducted 
in 2009 and 2010 showed that men represented 
the majority of committee members in almost 
all portfolio areas, in accordance with their 
numerical dominance in parliament. The only 
exceptions were committees on women’s affairs 
and gender equality. There, women represented 
57 per cent of committee members. Although not 
the majority, women were found relatively more 
often in committees related to social affairs. 
Globally, the share of women in committees re-
lated to family, children, youth, older persons 
and persons with disabilities was 40 per cent. 
In education, the share was 30 per cent, and in 
health, 35 per cent. In other committees, women 
constituted between 16 and 20 per cent of mem-
bers. In terms of leadership, women constituted 
approximately 21 per cent of committee chairs of 
the parliaments surveyed, and 23 per cent of dep-
uty chair positions. Consistent with the overall 
composition of committees, women were most 
commonly chairs of committees on women/gen-

der issues or social policy. About half of women 
chairs were leading committees on social affairs, 
family and culture, and a third on legislative, 
justice and human rights. Women have not been 
completely absent as chairs of commissions tra-
ditionally held by men, including committees on 
the economy or foreign affairs, although their 
presence has been infrequent.39

2. Executive branch

Heads of State or Government

Very few women get to the top position of power 
within their government. As at March 2015, only 
10 out of 152 elected Heads of State worldwide 
were women, and only 14 of 194 governments were 
headed by women (table 5.2).40 The total number 
of countries with a female Head of State or Gov-
ernment was 19, a slight improvement over the 
12 countries in 1995.41 The vast majority of coun-
tries headed by women were from Latin America 
and the Caribbean and from developed regions.

39 IPU, 2011a.
40 United Nations Protocol and Liaison Service website. 

www.un.int/protocol/sites/www.un.int/files/Protocol%20
and%20Liaison%20Service/hspmfm.pdf, accessed on 19 
March 2015.

41 United Nations, 2010b and IPU, 2006.

Table 5.2 
Countries with a female Head of State and/or Government by region,  
as at 17 March 2015

Head of State Head of Government

Africa  

Central African Republic

Liberia Liberia

Asia  

Republic Of Korea Bangladesh

Latin America and the Caribbean

Argentina Argentina

Brazil Brazil

Chile Chile

Jamaica

Peru

Trinidad and Tobago

Developed regions  

Croatia Denmark

Lithuania Germany

Malta Latvia

Norway

Poland

Switzerland Switzerland

Source: Compiled by the United 
Nations Statistics Division from the 
United Nations Protocol and Liai-
son Service website. www.un.int/
protocol/sites/www.un.int/files/
Protocol%20and%20Liaison%20
Service/hspmfm.pdf (accessed 19 
March 2015).
Note: Only elected Heads of State 
have been considered. Countries 
with King or Queens, Governor-
Generals or Sultans are excluded in 
the count of Heads of State.
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Ministers

Women continue to be underrepresented in cabi-
net appointments in all regions of the world. The 
cabinet—also called council of government, gov-
ernment, or council of ministers—is a group of 
senior officials who provide advice to the Head of 
State and/or Government. Globally, the share of 
women among cabinet ministers was 18 per cent 
in 2015.42 Although low, it represents important 
progress since 1994, when the average share was 
6 per cent.43

Progress among regions over the past decade 
has been uneven (figure 5.4) and the highest 
level of representation of women among min-
isters reached by the developed regions was 
only 25 per cent followed by Latin America at 
23 per cent. The share of women among minis-
ters remained low, at 15 per cent or less, in all 
regions of Asia, Northern Africa and Oceania.

Between 1994 and 2015, the number of coun-
tries with no female minister declined notably, 
from 59 countries44 to eight. Over the same pe-
riod, the number of countries with 30 per cent 

42 Calculated by the United Nations Statistics Division 
based on IPU and UN Women, 2015.

43 United Nations, 1995b.
44 United Nations, 2000a.

or more women among ministers increased from 
five countries to 31. In 2015, only three regions 
have countries reaching the 30 per cent thresh-
old: the developed regions (18 countries), sub-
Saharan Africa (8 countries), and Latin America 
and the Caribbean (5 countries). At the country 
level, only 5 countries have reached or surpassed 
gender parity among cabinet ministers: Finland 
(63 per cent), Cabo Verde (53 per cent), Sweden 
(52), France and Liechtenstein (50 per cent each). 
These countries are closely followed by Nicara-
gua, Norway and Netherlands (47 per cent each).

In 2015, at the global level, most of female ap-
pointed ministers were assigned portfolios 
related to social issues such as: social affairs; 
environment, natural resources and energy; 
women’s affairs and gender equality; family, 
children, youth, older persons and persons with 
disabilities; and education. By comparison, fewer 
female ministers had portfolios related to finance 
and the budget, and the economy and develop-
ment.45 More detailed data available for selected 
regions46 show that, overall, women continued to 

45 IPU and UN Women, 2015.
46 UNECE, 2015 (database accessed 20 March 2015).
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be underrepresented among core ministers, in-
cluding the cabinet of the prime minister, and in 
the Ministries of Home Affairs, Foreign Affairs, 
Finance, Defence and Justice. There were no 
women among core ministers in five out of seven 
countries with available data in the Caucasus and 
Central Asia and in 15 out of 38 countries with 
available data in developed regions. On the other 
hand, women were represented among core min-
isters in the highest numbers in Denmark, Fin-
land and Norway (3 out of 6), Switzerland (3 out 
of 7) and Sweden (2 out of 5).

Civil service

Women are underrepresented among senior-level civil 
servants

Women also tend to be underrepresented among 
senior-level civil servants,47 including govern-
ment administrators, administrators at inter-
governmental organizations, ambassadors and 
consul-generals. The latest available data between 
2006 and 2013 for 24 developed countries on sen-
ior-level civil servants indicate that the share of 
women in those posts ranges widely, from 16 to 
77 per cent. The lowest shares of women (below 
30 per cent) are observed, in ascending order, in 
Luxembourg (16 per cent), Belgium (17 per cent), 
Ireland (19 per cent), Denmark and Norway 
(22 per cent), France (23 per cent) and Nether-
lands (26 per cent). The highest shares of women 
(above 60 per cent) are found, in descending or-
der, in Hungary (77 per cent), Russian Federation 
(62 per cent) and Bulgaria (61 per cent).48

Women are particularly underrepresented 
among the highest-ranking civil servants, in-
cluding chief statisticians, governors and board 
members of central banks, ambassadors and per-
manent representatives to the United Nations.

A quarter of national statistical offices worldwide are 
headed by women

A particularly high-ranking administrative posi-
tion in a country is that of chief statistician, the 
person in charge of the government entity respon-
sible for producing official statistics. Worldwide, 

47 Senior-level civil servants are defined according to ISCO 
1120: senior government officials (e.g. government ad-
ministrators, administrators at intergovernmental or-
ganisations, ambassadors, consul-general, etc.).

48 UNECE, 2015 (database accessed 20 March 2015).

as at 20 March 2015, 47 of 190 national statistical 
offices (25 per cent) had a woman as chief statisti-
cian.49 Women chief statisticians were more com-
mon in Latin America and the Caribbean (39 per 
cent) and in the developed regions (33 per cent). 
Oceania is the only region with no woman among 
heads of national statistical offices (figure 5.5).

Women remain excluded  
from central banks decision-making

Central banks, the entities responsible for over-
seeing a country’s monetary system, are domi-
nated by men. Worldwide, as at 3 August 2015, 
only 14 out of 176 central banks (8 per cent) for 
which data were available had a woman as gov-
ernor: five in developed regions (Cyprus, Rus-
sian Federation, Serbia, Ukraine and the United 
States); four in sub-Saharan Africa (Botswana, 
Lesotho, Sao Tome and Principe and Seychelles); 
and the remaining five in other developing re-
gions (Bahamas, Malaysia, Maldives, Samoa and 
the State of Palestine). 50

49 United Nations Statistics Division (database accessed 20 
March 2015).

50 Compiled by the United Nations Statistics Division from 
the database on women and men in decision-making, 
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Source: United Nations Statistics Division, Contacts database (accessed 20 March 2015).
Note: Numbers in parentheses indicate the total number of countries in the region.



The World's Women 2015130

Sex disaggregated data on the membership of 
the boards of central banks in 158 countries with 
available data show that on average 24 per cent 
of the members are women. The representation 
of women ranges widely, from zero per cent (in 
50 out of 158 countries) to 75 per cent in Lesotho 
where there are 6 women out of 8 members. In 
addition to Lesotho, only 10 more countries have 
reached or surpassed parity: Swaziland (63 per 
cent), Jamaica (57 per cent), Albania (56 per cent), 
and Fiji, Israel, Namibia, Rwanda, Sao Tome and 
Principe, Suriname and the former Yugoslav Re-
public of Macedonia (50 per cent each).51

Finally, in 2014, women were underrepresented 
in key institutions of global economic govern-
ance. The share of women among the member-
ship of boards of directors for selected intergov-
ernmental and private financial and regulatory 

European Commission, 2015a; and official websites from 
central banks (accessed August 2015).

51 Ibid.

institutions such as the International Monetary 
Fund (IMF), the World Bank, the Bank for In-
ternational Settlements, and the International 
Organization of Securities Commissions ranged 
from 4 to 20 per cent.52

Women and men do not equally represent their 
governments at the international level

Male ambassadors outnumber female ambassa-
dors in all countries for which data are available. 
In most of these countries, the share of female 
ambassadors is lower than 30 percent. The few ex-
ceptions include Finland, Germany, Slovenia and 
Sweden, where the share of female ambassadors is 
between 30 and 46 per cent.53 Permanent repre-
sentatives to the United Nations at UN Headquar-
ters are also mainly men. Women held this posi-
tion in only 40 out of 194 countries as at 11 March 

52 UN Women, 2015.
53 UNECE, 2015 (database accessed20 March 2015).

Box 5.2 
Women and men in the United Nations

Women are underrepresented among  
senior professionals and managers within  

the United Nations system

United Nations staff members are yet another 
category of civil servants in which women are 
underrepresented at the higher levels. The Bei-
jing Platform for Action called on the United 

Nations to implement specific employment 
policies to achieve overall gender equality at 
the professional level and above by 2000, which 
was also the target date set for women to hold 
50 per cent of managerial and decision-making 
positions in the United Nations.a As shown in the 
figure, women’s participation among the profes-
sional staff of the UN system has grown steadily. 
In 2013, women represented 42 per cent of all UN 
professional staff (31,244 total staff), compared 
to 32 per cent in 1997 (15,192 total staff). 

Women’s representation is high at the junior pro-
fessional level (57 per cent), but has not reached 
parity at any of the higher levels. Women’s rep-
resentation decreases as levels of decision-mak-
ing and responsibility increase. They represent 
only 34 per cent of senior professionals and 29 
per cent of senior managers. At the very top of 
the hierarchy, no woman has been appointed 
Secretary-General of the United Nations since 
its establishment in 1945.

The pattern of underrepresentation of women in 
senior management positions is observed across 
UN agencies, with the exception of UN Women, 
where the majority of staff are women and, re-
gardless of the level, the shares of women among 
professionals are always higher than 60 per cent.b
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Source: Compiled by the United 
Nations Statistics Division from the 
United Nations System Chief Exec-
utives Board for Coordination (CEB) 
website, http://unsceb.org/con-
tent/hr-statistics-tables (accessed 
25 April 2014) and from its reports 
on personnel statistics from 2001, 
2011, 2012 and 2013 (UN documents: 
CEB/2003/HLCM/22, CEB/2012/
HLCM/HR/16, CEB/2013/HLCM/
HR/12 and CEB/2014/HLCM/HR/21).
Note: Senior management refers to 
grade levels D-2 and above; senior 
professionals to levels D-1 and P-5; 
mid-level professionals to levels P-4 
and P-3; and junior professionals to 
levels P-2 and P-1. 

a United Nations, 1995a.
b United Nations, 2014b.
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2015.54 The developed regions have the highest 
absolute number of countries represented by 
women at the United Nations (11 out of 50 coun-
tries), followed by Asia (10 out of 45 countries) 
and Latin America and the Caribbean (9 out of 33 
countries). Finally, women rarely hold the position 
of President of the General Assembly, the main 
organ of the United Nations where deliberations 
and multilateral discussions on international is-
sues take place. Out of the 114 Assembly sessions 
(including special and emergency special sessions) 
held since 1946, only four were led by a woman 
as president (in 1953, 1969 and two in 2006, one 
regular and one emergency special session).55

3. The judiciary

National courts

As at April 2015, women’s representation in the 
judiciary varied widely across countries. Among 
the 76 countries with available data, the share 
of women among judges and magistrates varied 
from less than a quarter in Armenia, Azerbai-
jan, Japan, Nigeria, the Russian Federation, Ta-
jikistan, Togo and the United Kingdom to more 
than three quarters in Jamaica, Latvia, Saint Kitts 
and Nevis and Slovenia. Overall, women are out-
numbered by men in about half of countries.56

However, women’s representation declines at 
higher levels up the judicial hierarchy. The situ-
ation is less positive for women judges in the Su-
preme Court, the apex of judicial power within 
the national judiciary. Currently, women repre-
sent the same or a higher share than men among 
Supreme Court judges in only a few countries and 
areas. This is the case, for example, in Bulgaria, 
Latvia, Luxembourg, Romania, Serbia, Slovakia 
and the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia 
(out of 34 countries with data in Europe) and in 
Anguilla, Antigua and Barbuda, Barbados, Brit-
ish Virgin Islands, Dominica, Grenada, Mont-
serrat, Saint Kitts and Nevis, Saint Lucia, Saint 
Vincent and the Grenadines, Suriname and Ven-
ezuela (out of 36 countries and areas with data in 
Latin America and the Caribbean).57

54 193 United Nations Member States plus State of Pales-
tine. United Nations, 2015d.

55 United Nations, 2015b (website accessed 20 March 2015).
56 UNODC, 2015. Crime and criminal justice statistics, 

http://www.unodc.org/unodc/en/data-and-analysis/
statistics/crime.html. Accessed 16 April 2015.

57 European Commission, 2015a (database accessed 11 
March 2015) and UNECLAC, 2015 (website accessed 20 
March 2015).

Box 5.3 
Women in decision-making roles in UN conflict 
resolution and peace-building

The United Nations Security Council resolution 
1325 (2000) on women and peace and security 
urges Member States to “ensure increased rep-
resentation of women at all decision-making 
levels in national, regional and international in-
stitutions and mechanisms for the prevention, 
management, and resolution of conflicts”. It 
also encourages the United Nations Secretary-
General to “implement his strategic plan of 
action (A/49/587) calling for an increase in the 
participation of women at decision-making lev-
els in conflict resolution and peace processes”,a 
among others. The Commission on the Status 
of Women adopted agreed conclusions on the 
equal participation of women and men in all the 
decision-making processes at all levels in 1997 
and 2006 and on women’s equal participation 
in conflict prevention, management and resolu-
tion and in post-conflict peace-building in 1998 
and 2004.b However, these decisions have yet to 
be fully implemented. A set of 26 indicators to 
monitor the implementation of resolution 1325 
(2000) was designed in 2010 (S/2010/498).c

According to the latest report of the Secretary 
General on women and peace and security 
(S/2014/693), women are still underrepresented 
at decision-making levels in conflict resolution 
and peace processes. For example, in the 33 
countries and territories reviewed in the report, 
women held on average 31 per cent of leader-
ship positions in 2013, compared to 27 per cent 
in 2012 across 13 national human rights insti-
tutions and one ombudsperson institution. In 
2013, in eight of 11 formal mediation processes, 
at least one negotiating delegate was a woman, 
compared with six of nine processes in 2012.

The situation is more severe when looking at the 
heads of field missions. As at 31 December 2013, 
women headed five out of a total of 27 (19 per 
cent) active UN field missions, compared with 
four (15 per cent) in 2012 and six (21 per cent) in 
2011.d In peacekeeping missions, women’s share 
of senior positions e has not changed since 2011, 
remaining at 21 per cent.

As for missions’ military experts, the share of 
women has remained at 4 per cent over the pe-
riod 2009– 2014. Over the same period, the share 
of women among troops was at a low 3 per 
cent. In the case of police officers, the number of 
women police officers involved in peacekeeping 
missions rose from 9 per cent in 2009 to 16 per 
cent in 2014.f

a United Nations, 2000b. 
Resolution 1325. S/RES/1325 
(2000).

b UN Women, 2014.
c United Nations, 2010a.
d In Côte d’Ivoire, Cyprus, Haiti, 

Liberia and South Sudan—
all peacekeeping missions.

e Senior positions refers to 
levels P-5 to D-2.

f United Nations, 2014e.
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In Europe, 37 per cent of all Supreme Court 
members in the 28 EU countries were women in 
2014, twice as high as in 2003, when the share 
was 19 per cent. In all European countries, there 
was at least one woman on the Supreme Court. 
The lowest share of women among judges on the 
Supreme Court was in the United Kingdom, at 
only 8 per cent (1 out of 12). Higher up the ju-
dicial hierarchy, only 8 out of the 28 EU coun-
tries (28 per cent) had a female president of the 
Supreme Court in 2014,58 almost 10 percentage 
points higher than the global figure (19 per cent, 
based on a review of 171 countries with data).59 
Among other countries in the developed re-
gions, women represented one third of judges in 
the Supreme Court of the United States (headed 
by a male president) and almost half in Canada 
(where a woman also presided).

In Latin America, the share of female judges on 
the Supreme Court was 26 per cent in 2013. That 
was three times as high as in 1998, as most coun-
tries in the region have shown steady progress. 
Nevertheless, Panama and Uruguay still reported 
no female judges in the Supreme Court in 2013.60

58 European Commission, 2015a (database accessed 11 
March 2015).

59 Compiled by the United Nations Statistics Division from 
the database on women and men in decision-making, 
European Commission, 2015a; and official websites from 
national Supreme Courts (accessed in August 2015).

60 UNECLAC, 2015 (website accessed 20 March 2015).

International courts and tribunals

Women’s representation in international courts 
remains limited. For instance, women are under-
represented among members of European courts 
and tribunals. Two courts and one tribunal have 
been established within the EU: the European 
Court of Justice, the General Court and the 
Civil Service Tribunal. In addition, the European 
Court of Human Rights serves all 47 member 
States of the Council of Europe. The represen-
tation of women in these European judiciary 
bodies has remained relatively stable, although 
still far from parity, since 2007, with the highest 
representation recorded in 2014 (38 per cent) in 
the European Court of Human Rights (table 5.3). 
Furthermore, no woman has ever presided over 
any of these regional courts and tribunals. As 
for other international courts, in 2015, women 
represented 56 per cent of members of the Inter-
national Criminal Court, while no woman was 
among the members of the Caribbean Court of 
Justice and the Inter-American Court of Human 
Rights (table 5.3).

2006/07 2014/15

Number of 
Women Total

Percentage of 
women (%)

Number of 
Women Total

Percentage of 
women (%)

International

International Court of Justice 1 15 7 3 15 20

International Criminal Court 7 18 39 9 16 56

International Tribunal for the Law of the Sea 0 21 0 1 21 5

Regional

Caribbean Court of Justice 1 7 14 0 6 0

Andean Court of Justice 1 4 25 2 4 50

Inter-American Court of Human Rights 1 7 14 0 7 0

European Civil Service Tribunal* 1 7 14 1 7 14

European Court of Human Rights* 14 45 31 18 47 38

European Court of Justice* 6 35 17 5 28 18

European General Court* 7 27 26 6 28 21

Table 5.3 
Number and share of women among judges in international and regional courts

Source: 2006 data obtained 
from the United Nations Develop-
ment Fund for Women (UNIFEM), 
Progress of the World’s Women 
2008/2009 (2009), p. 79; 2015 data 
obtained from the International 
Court of Justice website, the Inter-
national Criminal Court website, 
the International Tribunal for the 
Law of the Sea website, the Car-
ibbean Court of Justice website, 
the Andean Court of Justice web-
site and the Inter-American Court 
of Human Rights website (all ac-
cessed 18 February 2015).
* European Commission, Data-
base on women and men in deci-
sion-making. http://ec.europa.eu/
justice/gender-equality/gender-
decision-making/database/index_
en.htm (accessed 11 March 2015). 
Data refer to 2007 and 2014.
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4. Local government

Women’s participation in decision-making po-
sitions in local government is a first step in en-
suring that their needs, priorities and perspec-
tives are taken into account in local policies and 
budget allocations. A comparative analysis in 13 
countries in Asia and Oceania found that women 
in local governments focus more on social issues 
(such as health services, poverty alleviation and 
community development) and have a different 
management style (being more inclusive, collab-
orative and consultative and people oriented).61 
Furthermore, another study in India found that 
female panchayat (local governing council) heads 
tend to prioritize issues surrounding the provi-
sion of drinking water while male heads tend to 
place more emphasis on irrigations systems.62

Fewer women than men hold elected positions in 
local government in all countries with available 
data (see Box 5.1 in this chapter). Elected posi-
tions in local government include mainly may-
ors and councillors of municipalities or their 
equivalent, although in some cases all tiers of 
government at the subnational level are taken 
into account.63 In the 28 EU countries, for exam-
ple, only 14 per cent of mayors or other leaders of 
municipal councils were women in 2013. Among 
all European countries with available data, the 
lowest share of women among mayors was ob-
served in Cyprus and Liechtenstein, where there 
were no women elected mayors, and in Greece, 
Romania and Serbia, where less than 5 per cent of 
all mayors were women. At the opposite extreme, 
Iceland and Sweden were the only two European 
countries with more than a 30 per cent share of 
women among mayors.64

Women also tend to be mayors of smaller mu-
nicipalities. In Italy, in 2012, for example, there 
were very few women mayors in municipalities 
with a population larger than 60,000. As the size 
of the municipalities declined, the percentage of 
those with a female mayor increased. The highest 
percentage of municipalities with a female mayor 
was observed in those with a population of less 
than 2,000.65 A similar pattern was observed 

61 UNESCAP and LOGOTRI, 2001.
62 UN Millennium Project, 2005; Chattopadhyay and Du-

flo, 2004.
63 Data comparability across countries may be limited by 

some variations in local government structures and tiers 
of subnational governments taken into account.

64 European Commission, 2015a.
65 Demofonti, 2012.

in the United States, where, as at January 2015, 
only 245 (or 18 per cent) of the 1,392 mayors of 
cities with populations over 30 thousands were 
women. Among this group of female mayors, 
one oversees a city of over 2 million and another 
a city of 1.3 million people. The 243 remaining 
women are mayors of cities with populations be-
tween 30,000 and 750,000.66

In European countries, women have a higher 
representation among municipal councillors 
than mayors. The share of women among mem-
bers of municipal councils in the 28 EU countries 
was 32 per cent on average in 2013. The lowest 
share was observed in Greece, at 16 per cent. 
There were 10 European countries in which at 
least 30 per cent of local councillors were women, 
with Iceland and Sweden reaching shares of 40 
and 43 per cent, respectively.67

Women are also outnumbered by men in local 
governments in Latin America and the Car-
ibbean, despite significant progress in many 
countries (figure 5.6). Within the region, all 
countries have less than 30 per cent of elected 
female mayors, except Nicaragua, which stands 
out with 40 per cent of women among elected 
mayors, after a surge of over 30 percentage points 
between 1998 and 2013. Other countries making 
strong advances in the share of women mayors 
include Cuba and Uruguay (figure 5.6). Overall, 
women’s representation among councillors was 
higher, and improved more than that among 
mayors. Yet, only Bolivia and Dominica slightly 
surpassed the 40 per cent share of women among 
elected city councillors, and six countries sur-
passed the 30 per cent threshold.

In Asia and Oceania,68 women’s representation 
in local government69 is below 40 per cent in 
all countries and areas with available data. In-
dia, Niue and Nauru have the highest share of 
women among elected local government mem-
bers (37 per cent), followed by China (32 per cent) 
and Australia (30 per cent). The lowest shares of 
women (less than 5 per cent) are observed in 

66 Center for American Women and Politics, Eagleton In-
stitute of Politics, Rutgers, The State University of New 
Jersey (accessed 20 March 2015).

67 European Commission, 2015a (accessed 11 March 2015).
68 Analysis based on 26 developing countries and 3 devel-

oped countries. UNDP, 2014.
69 Local government includes all tiers of government below 

the national level. The representation of women in lo-
cal government is calculated as an average of shares of 
women across all tiers of the subnational government.
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Kiribati, Sri Lanka, the Solomon Islands, Tonga 
and Tuvalu.

In Western Asia, four out of six countries with 
data have proportions of women in local councils 
or municipalities higher than 20 per cent, with 
Iraq and Jordan at the top of the list with 25 per 
cent. In Northern Africa, where only data for two 
countries are available, Morocco stands at 12 per 
cent, and Egypt at 5 per cent.70

B. The media

The media play a key role in shaping public 
opinions and attitudes. The Beijing Platform for 
Action recognizes the importance of women’s 
expression and decision-making in and through 
the media, and of balancing clichéd portrayals 
of women in the media with non-stereotypical 
roles.71 Still, 20 years after the Platform for Ac-
tion was endorsed by governments, the media re-
main a male-dominated industry that reinforces 
gender stereotypes.

70 UNESCWA, 2015.
71 United Nations, 1995a.

Gender stereotypes are perpetuated through the media

Gender stereotypes of women continue to be re-
inforced by the media. For instance, a study of 
120 films produced by 11 countries72 and released 
between January 2010 and May 2013 highlighted 
striking differences in the depiction of women 
and men.73 The proportions of women who were 
thin, partially or fully naked, and dressed in sex-
ually revealing attire more than doubled those of 
men portrayed in these ways. Comments about 
appearance were also directed five times as often 
to women as to men.

The study also showed a gender bias in the por-
trayal of women’s and men’s occupations; 69 per 
cent of male characters were employed compared 
to 47 per cent of female characters. Women were 
less often portrayed than men as working in the 
fields of science, technology, engineering and 
mathematics. Out of 121 characters identified 
with a job in these fields, only 12 per cent were 
women. Female characters in these films were 
also less likely to hold executive positions in the 
corporate world. Out of the 127 political officials, 
legislators and leaders, only 12 (9 per cent) were 
portrayed by women. Similarly, only 11 per cent 
(6 out of 53) of the executives, developers and in-
vestors were female characters.

The study74 found that films directed by women 
had more girls and women on screen than those 
without a female director or writer, suggesting 
that some of the gender bias in selecting and 
depicting a film’s main characters may be par-
tially linked to the continued male dominate of 
the film industry. In the study mentioned above, 
men represented an estimated 93 per cent of di-
rectors, 80 per cent of filmmakers, 80 per cent of 
writers and 77 per cent of producers.

Films are not the only media dominated by men. 
A study of 7,000 opinion articles in 10 media out-

72 The study included 120 films “roughly equivalent” to 
a Motion Picture Association of America rating of G, 
PG, or PG-13. Films were originally from Australia, 
Brazil, China, France, Germany, India, Japan, Republic 
of Korea, Russian Federation, United Kingdom and the 
United States. Smith, Choueiti and Pieper, 2014.

73 Additional studies have reached to similar results. For 
example, Lauzen, M. Martha (2015). It’s a Man’s (Cel-
luloid) World: On-Screen Representations of Female 
Characters in the Top 100 Films of 2014. http://women-
intvfilm.sdsu.edu/files/2014 (accessed 10 March 2015); 
New York Film Academy. Gender inequality in film. 
Blog. www.nyfa.edu/film-school-blog/gender-inequal-
ity-in-film/ (accessed 29 June 2014).

74 Smith, Choueiti and Pieper, 2014.

Figure 5.6 
Share of women among elected mayors, Latin America and the Caribbean,  
as at 11 August 2014

Source: UNECLAC, CEPALSTAT: databases and statistical publications, estadisticas.cepal.org/cepalstat/WEB_CE-
PALSTAT/estadisticasIndicadores.asp?idioma=i (accessed 20 March 2015).

Note: Figures in parentheses indicate the years for which data are plotted. The starting point of the arrow repre-
sents the level at the earliest year and the arrow head indicates the level at the latest year.
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lets over a 12-week period between September 
and December 2011 showed that the vast major-
ity were produced by men. Only 33 per cent of 
total articles in the Huffington Post and Salon, 
20 per cent in the New York Times, Washing-
ton Post, Los Angeles Times and the Wall Street 
Journal, and 38 per cent of college media such as 
Columbia, Harvard, Princeton and Yale Univer-
sities were written by women. Nevertheless, some 
improvement in women’s contributions to op-ed 
writing was noted between 2005 and 2011. For ex-
ample, in the Wall Street Journal, the percentage 
of op-eds written by women increased from 10 to 
19 per cent. In spite of the progress, a breakdown 
of contributions by subject reveals that women 
continue to author higher proportions of articles 
on subjects that women have traditionally written 
about, including gender, food, family, style and 
health, than men.75 The underrepresentation of 
women among writers and the gender segregation 
by type of topic were also noted in the production 
of online material76 and in other studies.77

The news media in general is dominated by men 
at all occupational levels. Overall, women rep-
resented an estimated 35 per cent of the news 
workforce in 2008 –2010, as shown by a study of 
women and men in the news media covering 522 
organizations (including newspapers, radio and 
television stations) in 59 countries.78 The study 
found that women represented 36 per cent of 
junior-level professionals (including junior or as-
sistant writers, producers, sub-editors, and cor-
respondent and production assistants). The share 
increased to 41 per cent among senior-level pro-
fessionals (including senior writers, anchors and 
producers). Still, the representation of women di-
minished at higher levels of power and decision-
making. Women held only 27 per cent of the top 
management jobs and 26 per cent of seats on the 
boards of news companies.79

The findings above are supported by more recent 
data on 49 publicly-owned broadcasting organi-
zations (television, radio and news agencies op-
erating at the national level) in EU countries. In 
2014, women represented 30 per cent of executive 
directors and 32 per cent of non-executive direc-

75 OpEd Project (The), 2012.
76 Gender Report: A Closer Look at Gender and Online 

News, 2013 (accessed 29 June 2014).
77 Guardian (The), 23 October 2012 (accessed 29 June 2014) 

and Women’s media center, 2014 (accessed 29 June 2014).
78 International Women’s Media Foundation, 2011. 
79 Ibid. 

tors. They also represented 31 per cent of board 
members. At the very top level of power and de-
cision-making, women held only nine out of 49 
positions (18 per cent) as board president and six 
out of 48 (13 per cent) as chief executive officer.80

Gender differences are often observed in em-
ployment conditions in the news media industry. 
Higher proportions of men are full-time regu-
lar employees, whereas higher proportions of 
women are part-time regular employees or hold 
part-time contracts.81

C. The private sector

Women’s underrepresentation in top positions in 
the private sector is increasingly perceived not 
only as a fairness and equality issue but also as a 
performance issue, since some studies show that 
gender diversity within corporate management 
is associated with improved performance.82 Yet, 
women remain a minority among senior man-
agers in the private sector. Some of the main 
obstacles to women’s representation in manage-
rial positions are linked to less favourable em-
ployment conditions, including the exclusion of 
part-time workers and irregular workers from 
career advancement, and inequality in sharing 
domestic and family responsibilities (see Chapter 
4 on Work). A study showed that while women 
and men have similar ambitions to become top 
managers, women are less likely to perceive that 
they can succeed in doing so.83 This is consist-
ent with persistent gender stereotypes among 
the general population. The World Values Survey 
asked people for the 2010–2014 round whether 
they agreed with the statement that, on the 
whole, men made better business executives than 
women. The proportion of the population shar-
ing this opinion ranged widely—from 8 per cent 
in the Netherlands and Sweden to 80 per cent in 
Egypt—showing that some countries still lagged 
behind in terms of attitudes and values towards 
gender equality.84

80 European Commission, 2015a (database accessed 11 
March 2015).

81 According to the source, part-time regular persons are 
those who work less than full time and are on the regu-
lar, continuing payroll of the organization; part-time 
contract persons are those who work part time on a 
fixed-term contract arrangement. International Wom-
en's Media Foundation, 2011.

82 Catalyst, 2014b; European Commission, 2012.
83 McKinsey & Company, November 2013. 
84 World Values Survey (accessed 19 March 2015).
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1. Managers

As shown in Chapter 4 on Work, women are less 
likely than men to be employed, and when em-
ployed, are less likely than men to hold mana-
gerial positions. Figure 5.7 also illustrates this 
point. The latest data from 59 countries show that 
the share of women in senior- and middle-level 
management positions, including both corporate 
managers and legislators and senior officials,85 is 
not only far below 50 per cent, but also much 
lower than the overall share of women in em-
ployment. Only about half of the 59 countries 
with data on women in managerial positions 
have shares of 30 per cent or above. Countries 
with more than 40 per cent are, in ascending or-
der, the Philippines, Latvia, El Salvador, Aruba, 
Belarus, the Dominican Republic and Panama. 
At the other extreme, countries with shares of 
less than 20 per cent are, in descending order, 
Cyprus, Liberia, Turkey, State of Palestine, Lux-
embourg and Cambodia.

The share of women in managerial positions, 
however, has increased since 1995 in many coun-
tries. Among the 25 countries with available trend 
data, 19 showed an increase in women’s share in 
managerial positions. Five countries recorded an 
increase of at least 10 percentage points, namely, 
Denmark, Greece, Slovenia, Spain and Switzer-

85 Data cover senior managers from the public and private 
sectors. Data refer to employment under ISCO-88 cat-
egories 11 (legislators and senior officials) and 12 (corpo-
rate managers). ISCO-88 sub-major group 13—general 
managers—is not included in the calculation of this 
indicator since it mainly includes general managers of 
small enterprises.

land. In five out of six countries experiencing a 
decrease in women’s share of managerial posi-
tions, the magnitude of the decrease was small 
(3 percentage points or less). The only exception 
was Hungary, which recorded a decline of 31 per-
centage points between 1995 and 2013.

2. Executive boards

The share of women among corporate board 
members of large companies remains very low, 
despite the increasing number of countries 
passing legislation on the issue. For instance, 
among the 43 countries with data compiled by 
Catalyst,86 Norway has the highest proportion 
of seats held by women on executive boards (41 
per cent). Two neighbouring countries, Finland 
and Sweden, follow at some distance (both at 
27 per cent). The shares of women on corporate 
boards in 7 out of 15 countries in Asia, mainly 
Western Asia, are the lowest (below 2 per cent) 
among countries with available data. Among 
them are Qatar, Saudi Arabia and the United 
Arab Emirates, with 1 per cent or fewer women 
on corporate boards.87 Figures on women’s rep-
resentation among the chairs of corporate boards 
are even more discouraging. Of 42 countries 
with data, only eight (Israel, Italy, New Zealand, 
Poland, South Africa, Sweden, Turkey and the  
Philippines) have women at the helm of at least 5 
per cent of their corporate boards.

Here again, some progress has been noted. Data 
compiled by Credit Suisse88 on a selected set of 
2,360 companies in 46 countries around the 
world showed an increase in the proportion of 
corporate boards with at least one woman mem-
ber (from 41 per cent in 2005 to 59 per cent by 
end 2011). The Credit Suisse report attributes this 
increase to government intervention. For exam-
ple, in the five years preceding the report, seven 
countries passed legislation mandating female 
board representation and eight set non-manda-
tory targets. In general, developed countries lead 
the list of countries with the highest proportions 
of companies with one or more women on their 
executive boards. In Finland, Israel and Sweden, 
for example, all companies included in the Credit 
Suisse database had at least one woman on their 
corporate boards in 2011. The share was around 

86 Catalyst is a nonprofit organization and has the mission 
to expand opportunities for women and business. http://
www.catalyst.org/who-we-are (accessed April 2015).

87 Catalyst, 2014a (accessed 23 March 2015).
88 Credit Suisse AG Research Institute, 2012. 

Figure 5.7 
Share of women in employment and in senior and middle management, 2009 –2013 
(latest available)

Source: Compiled by the United 
Nations Statistics Division based 
on data in Minimum set of gender 
indicators database, indicator 45 
(last accessed February 2015) and 
International Labour Office, 2014. 
Key Indicators of the Labour Mar-
ket, 8th edition, table 2a (accessed 
October 2014).
Note: Data refer to employment 
under ISCO-88 categories 11 (leg-
islators and senior officials) and 
12 (corporate managers). ISCO-
88 sub-major group 13—general 
managers—is not included in the 
calculation of this indicator since it 
mainly includes general managers 
of small enterprises. 
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90 per cent for companies in Australia, Den-
mark, France, Norway, South Africa and Spain 
(figure 5.8).

The number of women on corporate boards varies 
by the economic sector in which the company op-
erates (figure 5.9). The highest proportion of com-
panies (23 per cent) with three or more women on 
their boards is observed in the “consumer staples” 
sector, followed by “utilities” and “telecommuni-

cations services” (each with 18 per cent). “Materi-
als” and “information technology” are the sectors 
with the highest proportion of companies (53 per 
cent) having no women as board members, fol-
lowed by “industrials” (48 per cent) and “energy” 
(47 per cent). In general, sectors that are closer to 
final consumer demand have a higher proportion 
of women among board members.89

Some countries have considered adopting regu-
lations regarding women’s representation among 
executive board members in private companies. 
A number of them in Europe, for example (Aus-
tria, Belgium, Denmark, Finland, France, Ger-
many, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Poland, 
Spain, Sweden, and the United Kingdom) have 
adopted self-regulations regarding the gender 
composition of boards.90 In the United King-
dom, “the government has asked FTSE 10091 
companies to aim for a minimum of 25 per cent 
female board representation by 2015.”92 Legisla-
tion adopted in July 2011 in Italy, which requires 
publicly listed and state owned companies to 
have at least one third of the under-represented 
gender on both management and supervisory 
boards by 2015, helped double the proportion of 
women on the boards of Italian companies be-
tween October 2011 and October 2012 (from 6 
per cent to 11 per cent). In Iceland, legislation 
introduced in 2010 set a deadline of September 
2013 for companies with more than 50 employ-

89 Ibid.
90 European Commission. Women on boards Factsheets 2 

Gender Equality in the Member States.
91 The FTSE 100 is a share index of the 100 largest compa-

nies listed on the London Stock Exchange (LSE) .
92 Credit Suisse AG-Research Institute, 2012.

Figure 5.8 
Proportion of companies with at least one woman on 
their executive board in 2005 and 2011, by country

Source: Credit Suisse AG Research Institute, Gender Diversity and Cor-
porate Performance, (2012).
Note: The starting point of the arrow indicates the proportion of com-
panies with at least one woman on the board in 2005, and the arrow-
head indicates the level in 2011. Numbers in parentheses indicate the 
number of companies reflected in the analysis.
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Figure 5.9 
Distribution of companies by number of women on their corporate board,  
by economic sector (end-2011)

Source: Credit Suisse AG Research 
Institute, Gender Diversity and Cor-
porate Performance (2012).
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ees to have at least 40 per cent of each gender on 
their board. By October 2012, the proportion of 
women on the boards of Iceland’s largest com-
panies had reached 36 per cent, an increase of 16 
percentage points over the previous year.93 Fur-
thermore, the European Commission, with sup-
port from the European Parliament and a num-
ber of member States, recently proposed a target 
of 40 per cent of each sex as non-executive direc-
tors by 2020. In November 2013, the European 
Parliament voted to back the proposed directive, 
which as of January 2015 was under discussion 
by the EU Council.94

Examples of countries considering gender quotas 
for managerial positions are also found in devel-
oping regions. In Malaysia, all public and limited 
liability companies with over 250 employees are 
required to have at least 30 per cent women on 
their boards or in senior management positions 
by 2016.95

93 European Commission. Women on boards Factsheets 2 
Gender Equality in the Member States.

94 European Commission, 2015b.
95 Credit Suisse AGResearch Institute, 2012. 

3. Chief executive officers

Women chief executives are uncommon  
in the private sector

Very few women are able to reach the position 
of CEO. At the global level, data confirm that 
the glass ceiling remains most impenetrable in 
the largest corporations, which are still essen-
tially male domains. In 2014, fewer than 4 per 
cent of CEOs heading the world’s 500 leading 
corporations were women.96 Data for 2014 on 
women and men in managerial positions in 613 
companies within the 28 EU countries illustrate 
how women’s representation in decision-making 
positions within the private sector diminishes at 
the highest levels of power and authority. On av-
erage, women represented 21 per cent of non-ex-
ecutive directors. Their representation dropped 
to 13 per cent at the level of executive directors 
and plunged to 3 per cent of CEOs.97

Women remain severely underrepresented in the 
highest decision-making positions within the 
private sector in developed regions. The situation 
is unlikely to be more encouraging in develop-
ing regions, although not enough data exist to 
confirm or refute this. Compared to the under-
representation of women in top leadership and 
decision-making positions in the government, 
judiciary and civil service, the situation in the 
private sector is even more extreme.

96 The 500 major companies in the world are ranked based 
on their revenues for their respective fiscal years ending 
on or before the indicated year in the Global 500 list. 
Compiled by the United Nations Statistics Division from 
Fortune, 2014 (accessed 8 October 2014).

97 Data cover senior executives and non-executive direc-
tors in the two highest decision-making bodies in each 
company, which are usually referred to as the supervi-
sory board and the management board (in case of a two-
tier governance system) and the board of directors and 
executive/management committee (in a unitary system. 
European Commission, 2015a.
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Chapter 6

Violence against women

Introduction

Violence against women is defined as any act of 
“gender-based violence that results in or is likely 
to result in physical, sexual or psychological 
harm or suffering to women, including threats of 
acts such as coercion or arbitrary deprivation of 
liberty, whether occurring in public or in private 
life.”1 Its dimensions include physical, sexual, 
psychological/emotional and economic violence 
occurring in the family and general community 
or such violence perpetrated or condoned by the 
State. Violence against women includes domes-
tic violence, child marriage, forced pregnancy, 
“honour” crimes, female genital mutilation, 
femicide, sexual and other violence perpetrated 
by someone other than an intimate partner (also 
referred to as non-partner violence), sexual har-
assment (in the workplace, other institutions and 
in public spaces), trafficking in women and vio-
lence in conflict situations.

1 United Nations General Assembly, 1993.

In all societies, to varying degrees, women and 
girls are subjected to physical, sexual and psy-
chological abuse that cuts across lines of income, 
class and culture.2 Such violence is recognized 
as a violation of human rights and a form of 
discrimination against women, reflecting the 
pervasive imbalance of power between women 
and men.3

The experience of violence can affect women in 
a myriad of ways that are often difficult to quan-
tify. Injuries and health problems are common as 
a result of physical and sexual violence, but the 
psychological and emotional wounds they may 
also inflict are sometimes deeper and longer last-
ing.4 Violence can lead to a reduced ability of a 
woman to work, care for her family and contrib-
ute to society. Witnessing violence in childhood 
can also result in a range of behavioural and 

2 Ibid.
3 Ibid.
4 United Nations, 2006a.

Key findings

•	 Women across the world, regardless of income, age or education, are subject to physical, sexual, psycho-
logical and economic violence.

•	 Experience of violence can lead to long term physical, mental and emotional health problems; in the most 
extreme cases, violence against women can lead to death.

•	 Intimate partner violence accounts for the majority of women’s experience of violence.

•	 Prevalence of sexual violence is lower than that of physical violence, however, in intimate relationships they 
are often experienced together.

•	 Attitudes towards violence are starting to change—in almost all countries where information for more 
than one year is available, the level of both women’s and men’s acceptance of violence decreased over time.

•	 In the 29 countries in Africa and the Middle East where the practice is concentrated, more than 125 million 
girls and women alive today have been subjected to female genital mutilation.

•	 In the majority of countries, less than half of the women who experienced violence sought help of any sort, 
and among those who did, most looked to family and friends as opposed to the police and health services.

•	 At least 119 countries have passed laws on domestic violence, 125 have laws on sexual harassment and 52 
have laws on marital rape.

•	 Availability of data on violence against women has increased significantly in recent years—since 1995 more 
than 100 countries have conducted at least one survey addressing the issue.
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Box 6.1 
Gaps in gender statistics related to violence against women

The 1993 Declaration on the Elimination of Violence 
against Women called on States to promote research, 
collect data and compile statistics relating to the dif-
ferent forms of violence against women, especially 
domestic violence. It also encouraged research on the 
causes, nature and consequences of violence against 
women and on the effectiveness of measures to pre-
vent and redress it.

Apart from a few exceptions, initially, only small-scale 
ad-hoc studies that were not nationally representative 
were available. In the early 2000s, the first initiatives 
to conduct dedicated, internationally comparable sur-
veys to measure prevalence were the World Health Or-
ganization’s (WHO) Multi-country Study on Women’s 
Health and Domestic Violence against Womena and 
the International Violence against Women Survey, co-
ordinated by the European Institute for Crime Preven-
tion and Control. The WHO study focused on a number 
of specific sites in selected countries. It addressed in-
timate partner violence and its association with wom-
en’s physical, mental, sexual and reproductive health, 
and was instrumental in developing and testing model 
questionnaires for use in surveys on violence against 
women. More recently, the United Nations Statistics 
Division has developed a set of guidelinesb to assist 
national statistics offices in collecting data and compil-
ing indicators on violence against women, which al-
low for more standardized and comparable analyses 
of levels and trends in prevalence at both the national 
and international levels. 

In recognition of the need for better data and stand-
ardized measurements, the United Nations Statistical 
Commission established a “Friends of the Chair” group 
to identify key indicators on physical, sexual, psycho-
logical and economic violence against women.c

In general, surveys dedicated to measuring violence 
against women are better at collecting information 
than administrative data since, if well designed, they 
more accurately reflect the actual experience of vio-
lence than what is reported to officials.d However, 
implementing a dedicated survey is often costly. If 
a dedicated survey is not feasible, inserting a mod-
ule of questions on experiences of violence into an 
existing survey, such as one on women’s health or 
general victimization, is an alternative option for 
collecting some information, provided specific ethi-
cal and safety guidelinese developed for conducting 
a dedicated survey on this sensitive topic are taken 
into consideration. 

The availability of data on violence against women 
has increased significantly in recent years. During 
the period 1995–2014, 102 countries conducted at 
least one survey addressing violence against women 
that produced representative results at the national 
level,—either as a dedicated survey (51 countries) or 
as a module attached to a wider survey (64 countries). 
Some countries implemented both types of surveys. 
Forty-four countries undertook a survey in the pe-
riod 1995–2004 and 89 countries did so in the period 
2005–2014, suggesting growing interest in this issue. 
More than 40 countries conducted at least two surveys 
in the period 1995–2014. This means that, depending 
on the comparability of the surveys, changes over time 
could be analysed. One hundred countries conducted 
surveys that included questions on attitudes towards 
violence, and 29 on female genital mutilation. This 
covers all countries where the practice of female geni-
tal mutilation is concentrated.

Despite the increase in the availability and quality 
of data on violence against women, significant chal-
lenges remain. Different survey questionnaires and 
methodologies are sometimes used in different coun-
tries, leading to a lack of comparability at the regional 
and international levels. Willingness to discuss experi-
ences of violence may also differ according to the cul-
tural context, and this can affect reported prevalence 
levels.

Police, court, social services and health statistics rep-
resent a potential source of information on violence 
against women that is often underutilized. However, 
the usefulness of such information can be mixed. Since 
many women do not report violence to the authori-
ties, statistics based on reported cases significantly 
underestimate the phenomenon. Administrative 
records can be used to track victims’ use of services 
and monitor the system’s response to the problem, 
but even when statistics are available, the sex of the 
victim and relationship to the perpetrator and/or the 
sex of the perpetrator are often not recorded, limit-
ing the scope of the analysis. Data on specific forms 
of violence, such as trafficking and harmful practices 
such as “honour” killings, from any source, are scarce.

a WHO, 2005.
b United Nations, 2013a. 
c Adopted by the United Na-

tions Statistical Commission 
in 2009, E/CN.3/2009/29. See 
also United Nations, 2013a 
for the final list of indicators.

d United Nations, 2013a.
e WHO, 2001.

Number of countries conducting surveys on violence against women, 1995–2014 

1995–2014 1995–2004 2005–2014

Type of survey At least one 
survey

At least two 
surveys

At least one 
survey

At least one 
survey

Dedicated survey to measure 
violence against women 51 7 17 35

Module of questions on  
violence against women 64 31 25 60

Dedicated survey or module on 
violence against women 102 43 44 89

Survey with questions on 
attitudes towards violence 100 62 37 97

Survey with questions on  
female genital mutilation 29 25 20 27
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emotional problems.5 Women who have suffered 
from intimate partner violence are more likely 
to give birth to a low-birthweight baby, have an 
abortion and experience depression.6 In some re-
gions, they are also more likely to contract HIV, 
compared to women who have not experienced 
violence at the hands of a partner.7 In some cases, 
violence against women can lead to death; about 
two thirds of the victims of intimate partner/
family-related homicide are women, in contrast 
to all cases of homicide, of which 20 per cent of 
the victims are women.8 Whereas other forms of 
homicide have shown significant declines over 
time, rates of intimate partner/family-related fe-
male homicide have remained relatively stable.9

Violence against women also incurs significant 
economic costs, both direct and indirect. Direct 
costs include those associated with the police, 
hospital and other health services, legal costs, 
and costs associated with housing, social and 
support services. Indirect costs include those 
related to reduced employment and productiv-
ity and the diminished value of a life lived with 
violence. A number of countries have conducted 
studies to estimate the economic toll of violence 
against women. As the methodologies used for 
conducting such studies vary, the real costs 
cannot be directly compared across countries. 
However they do provide an indication of the 
substantial economic impact of violence against 
women and how much needs to be spent to ad-
dress the problem.10 Globally, conservative esti-
mates of lost productivity resulting from domes-
tic violence range between 1 and 2 per cent of 
gross domestic product.11

A call to end all forms of violence against women 
was made in the Declaration on the Elimination 
of Violence against Women, adopted in 199312 
and the Beijing Declaration and Platform for 
Action, adopted in 1995.13 Several initiatives 
have been undertaken to reduce violence against 

  5 Ibid.
  6 WHO, 2013a.
  7 Ibid.
  8 UNODC, 2013.
  9 Ibid.
10 For example, a study in the United Kingdom examined 

the cost categories of justice, health care, social services, 
housing, legal services, lost output, and pain and suffer-
ing. The study estimated the cost of domestic violence in 
England and Wales alone to be US$25 billion per year.
Walby, 2009.

11 World Bank, 2014.
12 United Nations General Assembly, 1993.
13 United Nations, 1995.

women internationally by the United Nations 
and others, as well as at the national level. The 
vision of the United Nations Secretary-Gener-
al’s Campaign UNiTE to End Violence against 
Women is “a world free from violence against 
women, realized through meaningful actions 
and ongoing political commitments of national 
governments, backed by adequate resources.” 
To further draw attention to this often silenced 
topic, the United Nations designated 25 Novem-
ber as the International Day for the Elimination 
of Violence against Women. The General As-
sembly’s most recent resolution on the intensifi-
cation of efforts to eliminate all forms of violence 
against women (A/RES/69/147), adopted in 2014, 
calls on States to take measures towards that end 
in the areas of laws and policies, prevention, 
support services and responses, as well as data 
collection and research, with a special focus on 
women facing multiple forms of discrimination. 
In the same year, the Council of Europe Con-
vention on Preventing and Combating Violence 
against Women and Domestic Violence (CETS 
No. 210, known as the Istanbul Convention) en-
tered into force. The Convention sets out a legal 
framework and approach to address violence 
against women, focused on preventing domestic 
violence, protecting victims and prosecuting of-
fenders.

This chapter presents an overview of the preva-
lence of women’s experience of physical and sex-
ual violence, an examination of intimate partner 
violence and attitudes towards violence. It is fol-
lowed by a review of forms of violence in specific 
settings—female genital mutilation, violence in 
conflict situations and the trafficking of women. 
It concludes with a look at help-seeking behav-
iour and state response to violence. In preparing 
this issue of The World’s Women, the United Na-
tions Statistics Division undertook a compilation 
of data collected by surveys addressing violence 
against women. While every effort was made to 
incorporate as many surveys as possible, some 
of them could not be included due either to the 
timing of their release or the lack of available 
data for some other reason. Precise definitions 
and exact methodologies used may vary among 
data sources. The complete list of surveys and key 
results are presented in the Statistical Annex.14

14 See Statistical Annex available at http://unstats.un.org/
unsd/gender/worldswomen.html.
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A. Prevalence of the main forms 
of violence against women

Violence against women is found in all countries 
to varying degrees. A number of factors can in-
crease the risk of violence against women and 
girls. These include: witnessing or experienc-
ing violence in childhood, low levels of educa-
tion, limited economic opportunities, substance 
abuse, attitudes that tolerate violence, and lim-
ited legislative frameworks for preventing and 
responding to violence.15

A number of initiatives have attempted to assess 
the scale of the problem at the international, re-
gional and national levels. At the international 
level, WHO estimates that over a third (35 per 
cent) of women worldwide have experienced 
physical and/or sexual violence by an intimate 
partner or sexual violence by a non-partner at 
some point in their lives.16

A recent United Nations Multi-country Study on 
Men and Violence in Asia and the Pacific17 found 
that nearly half of the more than 8,000 men in-
terviewed reported using physical and/or sexual 
violence against a female partner, with the pro-
portion of men reporting such violence ranging 
from 26 to 80 per cent across sites. In all six coun-
tries included in the study, the majority (between 
65 and 85 per cent) of men who reported using 
physical or sexual violence against a partner had 
committed such violence more than once. 

As noted earlier, definitions and methodologies 
used to collect data on violence against women 
can vary across countries. Therefore, for compa-
rability purposes, in this chapter, data are pre-
sented according to data sources—results from 
Demographic and Health Surveys (DHS) and 
Reproductive Health Surveys (RHS) appear to-
gether, and results from the recent survey con-
ducted by the European Union (EU) Agency for 
Fundamental Rights (FRA) are presented to-
gether. The EU FRA study was conducted across 
the 28 Member States of the EU in 2012. 

It should be noted that although countries are 
ranked within each region, this is for presenta-
tion purposes only. Ranking should not be seen 
as absolute ranking since, even in the case of 
similar survey instruments, data may not be fully 
comparable and the level of underreporting is 
likely to be different from one country to another 
due to many factors, including stigma surround-

15 End Violence Against Women Now, 2014.
16 WHO, 2013a.
17 UNDP, UNFPA, UN Women and UNV, 2013.

Box 6.2 
Measuring violence against women in Canada 
using complementary data sources

Canada’s national statistics office, Statistics Canada, 
uses two complementary data sources to measure 
violence against women nationally: police-reported 
administrative surveys and population-based self-
reported victimization surveys. These two sources of 
information have made important advances over the 
past 30 years, making it possible to better understand 
the issue and how it differs from violence against men.

Since 1962, aggregate police statistics have been col-
lected in Canada, although it was not until 1988 that 
collection began of micro-data on the criminal event 
(including the weapon used and location of the event), 
on victims (including their sex, age and relationship to 
the accused) and the accused (including sex and age). 
This information, collected along with the Incident-
based Uniform Crime Reporting Survey, has shed light 
on the nature and extent of police-reported violence 
against women in Canada. In addition, the mandatory 
nature of the survey, along with the use of common 
definitions across the country, has meant that data on 
violence against women are nationally representative 
and comparable over time and across regions. The sur-
vey has also been critical in providing insight into how 
gender-based violence is treated within the criminal 
justice system, since information is also captured on 
clearance and charge rates.

The main limitation of police-reported surveys is that 
they only include those incidents that come to the at-
tention of police, which is not always the case for inti-
mate partner and sexual violence. To address this gap, 
Canada turned to victimization surveys to get a better 
sense of the extent of victimization and reasons why 
people may choose to report or not report an incident 
to the police. Since 1988, the Canadian General Social 
Survey on Victimization has been conducted every five 
years on a representative sample of women and men 
aged 15 years and older. As with police-reported sur-
veys, self-reported surveys have evolved over time to 
address data gaps on violence against women.

In 1993, Statistics Canada became one of the first na-
tional statistics offices to develop and implement a 
gender-specific survey on violence, providing the first 
national indicator of spousal violence against women. 
Statistics Canada built on the success of this one-time 
dedicated survey to ensure that the measurement of 
violence against women would be embedded within 
an existing survey structure. Modelled on the Violence 
against Women Survey, a special module on spousal vi-
olence was developed within the General Social Survey 
on Victimization. The broader target population (both 
women and men) expanded the potential for gender-
based analysis and has improved the understanding of 
violence against both women and men. For instance, 
results from the victimization survey have shown that 
while rates of spousal violence against women and men 
are similar, women are more likely than men to experi-
ence the most severe forms of such violence and suf-
fer more chronic abuse, injuries and emotional trauma. 
Such information has helped guide the development 
of policies and programmes that better address the 
unique needs of women.Source: Statistics Canada.
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ing violence and prevailing social norms in dif-
ferent contexts. Finally, data on violence against 
women from other sources for selected countries, 
including those based on victimization surveys, 
are presented (alphabetically) in dedicated tables.

1. Violence against women by all perpetrators

Physical violence against women

Physical violence consists of acts aimed at physi-
cally hurting the victim and include, but are not 
limited to, pushing, grabbing, twisting the arm, 
pulling the hair, slapping, kicking, biting or hit-
ting with the fist or object, trying to strangle or 
suffocate, burning or scalding on purpose, or at-
tacking with some sort of weapon, gun or knife. 
The proportion of women who experienced physi-
cal violence (regardless of the perpetrator) at least 
once in their lifetime and in the last 12 months is 
presented in  , figure 6.2 and table 6.1.
For countries with available DHS data (fig-
ure  6.1), the proportion of women experienc-
ing physical violence in their lifetime ranged 
from 13 per cent in Azerbaijan (2006) to 64 per 
cent in the Democratic Republic of the Congo 
(2007). For physical violence experienced in the 
12 months prior to the survey, prevalence ranged 
from 6 per cent in the Comoros (2012) to 56 per-
cent in Equatorial Guinea (2011).

Physical violence is high in Africa 

Based on available data, reported prevalence of 
physical violence was highest in Africa, with al-
most half of countries reporting lifetime preva-
lence of over 40 per cent. The range of preva-
lence was widest in Africa, from 14 per cent in 
Comoros (2012) to 64 per cent in the Democratic 
Republic of the Congo (2007). The range of life-
time physical violence in Asia was narrower, 
from 13 per cent in Azerbaijan (2006) to almost 
40 per cent in Timor-Leste (2009–10). Data avail-
ability is higher in Africa than in other regions.
Among countries for which comparable data are 
available for multiple years, a number of them 
showed encouraging declines in the prevalence 
of physical violence experienced in the past 12 
months, including Cameroon (from 45 per cent 
in 2004 to 27 per cent in 2011) and Uganda (from 
34 per cent in 2006 to 27 per cent in 2011). How-
ever, results for the majority of countries revealed 
that the prevalence of violence stayed almost 
constant, reflecting the persistence of the prob-
lem (see Statistical Annex).18

18 Available at http://unstats.un.org/unsd/gender/worlds-
women.html.

Figure 6.1 
Proportion of women aged 15–49 years experiencing physical violence  
(irrespective of the perpetrator) at least once in their lifetime and in the last  
12 months, 1995–2013 (latest available)

Source: Compiled by the Unit-
ed Nations Statistics Division from 
Demographic and Health Surveys 
(DHS). (ICF International, 2014).

Note: Ranking is for presentation 
purposes only (see introduction to 
section A for further details).
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Figure 6.2 
Proportion of women aged 18–74 years experiencing physical violence  
(irrespective of the perpetrator) at least once in their lifetime and in the last  
12 months, European countries, 2012 

Source: European Union Agency 
for Fundamental Rights, Violence 
against Women: An EU-wide Sur-
vey, 2014. (European Union Agen-
cy for Fundamental Rights, 2014).

Note: Some countries request-
ed that only the results of their na-
tional surveys be presented (see ta-
ble 6.1). Ranking is for presentation 
purposes only (see introduction to 
section A for further details).Austria
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For countries included in the EU FRA survey 
(figure 6.2), half of them reported lifetime preva-
lence of physical violence of at least 30 per cent. 
The range of lifetime violence ranged from 17 per 
cent in Austria to 48 per cent in Denmark, how-
ever, recent experience (in the past 12 months) 
was much more similar across the region, rang-
ing between 3 and 10 per cent.

For other countries and areas that conducted 
national surveys on violence against women (ta-
ble 6.1), the range of reported levels of lifetime 
experience of violence was very wide—from 7 
per cent in Singapore (2009) to 77 per cent in 
Tonga (2009). Out of the 15 countries reporting 
lifetime physical violence, 9 reported prevalence 
of at least 30 per cent. Experience of violence in 
the past 12 months was generally much lower 
than lifetime experience, with prevalence of 
less than 10 per cent in all but three countries: 
Costa Rica (2003), Finland (2013) and Morocco 
(2009/10). 

Sexual violence against women

Sexual violence is defined as any sort of harmful 
or unwanted sexual behaviour that is imposed on 
someone. It includes acts of abusive sexual con-
tact, forced engagement in sexual acts, attempted 
or completed sexual acts with a woman without 
her consent, sexual harassment, verbal abuse and 
threats of a sexual nature, exposure, unwanted 
touching, and incest. 

In general, the prevalence of sexual violence 
when measured in surveys is lower than that of 
physical violence. However, in the case of inti-
mate partner violence, sexual violence is often 
experienced along with physical violence. The 
proportion of women who experienced sexual 
violence (regardless of the perpetrator) at least 
once in their lifetime and in the past 12 months 
is presented in  , figure 6.4 and table 6.2. 

Figure 6.3 
Proportion of women aged 15–49 years experiencing 
sexual violence (irrespective of the perpetrator) at 
least once in their lifetime and in the last 12 months, 
1995–2013 (latest available) 

Source: Compiled by the United Nations Statistics Division from De-
mographic and Health Surveys (DHS). (ICF International, 2014).

Note: Ranking is for presentation purposes only (see introduction to 
section A for further details).

Table 6.1 
Proportion of women experiencing physical violence (irrespective of the perpetrator) 
at least once in their lifetime and in the last 12 months, 2003–2012 (latest available) 

Country Year Lifetime Last 12 months

Australia 2012 34.0 4.6

Canada 2009 .. 3.4

China, Hong Kong SAR 2005 12.0 2.0

Costa Rica 2003 47.0 11.0

Denmark 2013 .. 1.1

Ecuador 2011 38.0 ..

Fiji 2010/11 68.5 ..

Finland 2013 .. 14.5

France 2007 .. 1.8

Iceland 2008 29.8 2.1

Italy 2006 18.8 2.7

Mexico 2011 15.2 6.4

Morocco 2009/10 35.3 15.2

Poland 2004 30.0 5.1

Singapore 2009 6.8 1.0

Sweden 2012 .. 1.3

Switzerland 2003 27.0 1.0

Tonga 2009 76.8 ..

Tunisia 2010 31.7 7.3

Viet Nam 2010 35.2 ..

Source: Compiled by the United 
Nations Statistics Division from na-
tional surveys on violence against 
women, correspondence with Na-
tional Statistical Offices.

Note: Age groups covered differ 
among countries; methodologies, 
questionnaire designs and sample 
sizes used in surveys by statistics 
offices to produce national data 
may differ from those used in inter-
nationally conducted surveys.
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Figure 6.4 
Proportion of women aged 18–74 years experiencing 
sexual violence (irrespective of the perpetrator) at 
least once in their lifetime and in the last 12 months, 
European countries, 2012 

Source: European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights, Violence 
against Women: An EU-wide Survey, 2014. (European Union Agency for 
Fundamental Rights, 2014).

Note: Some countries requested that only the results of their na-
tional surveys be presented (see table 6.2). Ranking is for presenta-
tion purposes only (see introduction to section A for further details).

Experience of sexual violence is highest 
in the African region

For African countries with available DHS data 
(figure 6.3), the proportion of women experi-
encing sexual violence in their lifetime ranged 
from 5 per cent in Côte d’Ivoire (2011/12) to 32 
per cent in Equatorial Guinea (2011). For sexual 
violence experienced in the 12 months prior to 
the survey, prevalence ranged from less than 
1 per cent in Comoros (2012) to 16 per cent in 
Uganda (2011). Reported lifetime prevalence 
rates were higher across Africa than other re-
gions—more than half of the 19 countries across 
Africa with data reported prevalence of at least 
20 per cent. Across all the other regions only one 
country reported prevalence over 20 per cent 
(Tuvalu, 2007). The range of lifetime prevalence 
was lower across the Asian and Latin American 
and Caribbean regions—from 4 to 13 per cent. 
Similar to physical violence, data availability for 
sexual violence is higher in Africa than in other 
developing regions. 

For countries included in the EU FRA survey 
(figure 6.4), the proportion of women experi-
encing sexual violence in their lifetime ranged 
from 5 per cent in Cyprus, Poland and Croatia 
to 19 per cent in Denmark, with almost half of 
countries reporting lifetime prevalence of at 
least 10 per cent. Recent experience (in the past 
12 months) was very similar across the region—
ranging from less than 1 per cent to 3 per cent.

Among other countries and areas that conducted 
national surveys on violence against women (ta-
ble 6.2), more than a quarter reported lifetime 
prevalence of sexual violence of at least 25 per 
cent. Experience in the past 12 months was less 
than 10 per cent in all countries with the excep-
tion of Mexico (21 per cent, 2011).

Table 6.2 
Proportion of women experiencing sexual violence (irrespective of the perpetrator) 
at least once in their lifetime and in the last 12 months, 2003–2012 (latest available) 

Country Year Lifetime Last 12 months

Australia 2012 19.0 1.2

Canada 2009 .. 2.0

China, Hong Kong SAR 2005 14.0 3.0

Costa Rica 2003 41.0 7.0

Ecuador 2011 25.7 ..

Fiji 2010/11 35.6 ..

Finland 2013 .. 2.3

France 2007 .. 0.7

Iceland 2008 24.2 1.6

Italy 2006 23.7 3.5

Mexico 2011 38.9 20.8

Morocco 2009/10 22.6 8.7

Poland 2004 16.5 1.6

Republic of Korea 2013 19.5 2.7

Singapore 2009 4.2 0.3

Sweden 2012 .. 1.4

Switzerland 2003 25.0 1.0

Tonga 2009 17.4 ..

Tunisia 2010 15.7 7.4

United Kingdom (England and Wales only) 2012/13 19.1 2.0

United States of Americaa 2011 19.3 1.6

Viet Nam 2010 10.8 ..

Source: Compiled by the United Nations Statistics Division from national surveys on violence against women, 
correspondence with National Statistical Offices.

Note: Age groups covered differ among countries; methodologies, questionnaire designs and sample sizes used 
in surveys by statistics offices to produce national data may differ from those used in internationally conduct-
ed surveys.
a Refers to rape only.
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a. Non-partner sexual violence 

Sexual violence can be perpetrated by women’s 
intimate partners or non-partners. In general, 
data availability is higher for sexual violence 
perpetrated by an intimate partner. However, 
available data suggest that, at the global level, an 
estimated 7 per cent of women have experienced 
sexual violence perpetrated by someone other 
than an intimate partner in their lifetime.19

In countries for which DHS data are available 
(figure 6.5), lifetime experience of sexual vio-
lence perpetrated by someone other than an in-
timate partner ranged from less than 1 per cent 
in India (2005–06), Kyrgyzstan (2012), Nepal 
(2011) and Timor-Leste (2009) to 5 per cent in 
Cameroon (2011) and Gabon (2012). In coun-
tries included in the EU FRA survey (figure 6.6), 
it ranged from 1 per cent in Greece to 12 per cent 
in the Netherlands. 

Aside from those countries covered in DHS or 
EU FRA surveys, very few additional countries 
have data available for non-partner sexual vio-
lence. An exception is the Pacific region, where a 
recent round of surveys based on WHO method-
ology for measuring violence against women in-
cluded questions on non-partner sexual violence, 
revealing lifetime rates as high as 33 per cent in 
Vanuatu in 2009.20

19 WHO, 2013a.
20 Vanuatu Women’s Centre, 2011.

Figure 6.6 
Proportion of women aged 18–74 years experiencing 
sexual violence perpetrated by someone other than 
an intimate partner at least once in their lifetime, 
European countries, 2012

Source: European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights, Violence 
against Women: An EU-wide Survey, 2014. (European Union Agency for 
Fundamental Rights, 2014).

Note: Some countries requested that only the results of their nation-
al surveys be presented. Ranking is for presentation purposes only (see 
introduction to section A for further details).

Violence among vulnerable groups

Violence against women is a widespread and sys-
temic violation of human rights. It affects women 
and girls at all stages of the lifecycle—from fe-
male infanticide and genital mutilation to forced 
prostitution and trafficking, domestic violence, 
sexual harassment at work, and abuse and ne-
glect of older women. Violence affects all popu-
lation groups; however, some groups of women 
may be more vulnerable than others, such as 
indigenous women, or face particular types of 
violence at different stages of their lives, either as 
children or in later life.

a. Violence against girls

Violence against children21 is a worldwide phe-
nomenon. What makes it especially intractable 
is the fact that some forms of it, such as corpo-
ral punishment of children by their parents, are 

21 The Convention on the Rights of the Child (Article 1) 
defines a “child” as a person below the age of 18. How-
ever, surveys on violence against children have covered 
different age ranges. There is no international consensus 
on the methodology for collecting data on this sensitive 
issue, including on the target population.
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Figure 6.5 
Proportion of women aged 15–49 years experiencing sexual violence perpetrated 
by someone other than an intimate partner at least once in their lifetime, 1995–2013 
(latest available)

Source: Compiled by ICF Interna-
tional based on Demographic and 
Health Surveys (DHS). (ICF Interna-
tional, 2014).

Note: Ranking is for presentation 
purposes only (see introduction to 
section A for further details).
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widely accepted. That said, all forms of violence 
against children are a violation of their human 
rights. Violence against girls, in particular, can 
have a ripple effect throughout society, leading 
to lower school attendance and achievement, 
which is linked to higher fertility rates as well as 
reduced health outcomes for both women and 
their children.22

Wide gaps are found in the data on violence 
against children. No international standards ex-
ist for data collection on the issue, which is gen-
erally underreported and undocumented. Com-
pounding the problem is the fact that collecting 
information on violence against children presents 
numerous methodological and ethical chal-
lenges. Children may be unwilling or, depending 
on their age and level of development, unable to 
share their experiences of violence. Moreover, ac-
cessing children in the first place may be prob-
lematic since consent is often required by the par-
ent or caregiver, who, in some cases, may be the 
perpetrator of the violence. Ethical issues include 
the potential for children to become emotionally 
affected by questions about violence, regardless of 
whether they have been victimized, and victims 
of violence can be re-traumatized by being ques-
tioned about their experiences. Data from ad-
ministrative sources, when available, may not be 
accessible due to confidentiality issues, and differ-
ent social services may use different approaches 
for tracking cases of abuse that often cannot be 
combined or compared.

Despite these challenges, efforts are under way 
to collect data on violence against children. For 
example, Violence against Children Surveys 
(VACS) have been conducted in Kenya, Swazi-
land, the United Republic of Tanzania and Zim-
babwe. Based on these surveys, it was found that 
66 per cent of women aged 18 to 24 in Kenya (and 
73 per cent of men), and 64 per cent of women 
in Zimbabwe (and 76 per cent of men) reported 
incidents of physical violence prior to age 18. In 
the United Republic of Tanzania, 74 per cent of 
females aged 13 to 24 (and 72 per cent of males) 
said they experienced physical violence before age 
18, perpetrated by a relative, authority figure or 
intimate partner. The United Nations Children’s 
Fund (UNICEF) reports that for countries with 
available and comparable data, use of violent dis-
cipline (psychological aggression and/or physical 

22 UNICEF, 2014a.

punishment) in the home ranges from 45 per cent 
in Panama to almost 95 per cent in Yemen.23

For children growing up outside the home, vio-
lence can be commonplace. Rates of violence 
against children living in institutional care in 
Kazakhstan—which has the highest rate of chil-
dren in institutional care in the world—can be 
up to six times higher than those of children liv-
ing in family-based foster care.24

An extreme form of physical violence against 
girls is female genital mutilation. This is a topic 
that is covered in a separate section of this chap-
ter since it is a unique form of violence that tends 
to occur in specific countries and contexts. 

In addition to suffering violence at the hands of 
parents, authority figures and intimate partners, 
children also experience violence inflicted by 
their peers—other children. Bullying exists eve-
rywhere and can be physical and/or psychological 
in nature. Research suggests25 that boys are more 
likely to favour physical violence as a bullying tac-
tic, while girls tend to use psychological violence. 
New forms of bullying are emerging, including 
through cell phones and the Internet. Cyber-bul-
lying includes the distribution of sexually explicit 
photos and videos taken of children to embarrass 
and shame them. The widespread access to these 
images and the difficulty in removing them per-
manently from the Internet means that this type 
of abuse can have long-lasting consequences. 

Child marriage (marriage before the age of 18) 
is also found throughout the world and is ac-
knowledged to be a harmful practice, as well as a 
manifestation of discrimination against women 
and girls. More than 700 million women alive 
today (aged 18 years and older) were married 
before the age of 1826 (see Chapter 1 on Popu-
lation and Families). More than one in three of 
these women married or entered into union be-
fore age 15. Boys are also married as children, 
but girls are disproportionately affected and are 
often married to men significantly older than 
themselves. In Niger, for example, 77 per cent of 
women aged 20 to 49 were married before age 
18, compared to 5 per cent of men in the same 
age group. Child marriage is most common in 
South Asia and sub-Saharan Africa, with India 
accounting for one third of the global total of 

23 Ibid.
24 Ibid.
25 Ibid.
26 UNICEF, 2014b.
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child brides. Girls in the poorest 20 per cent of 
the population (poorest quintile) are much more 
likely to marry at a young age compared to those 
in the wealthiest quintile, and girls living in rural 
areas are more likely than those in urban areas 
to marry young. On a more positive note, the 
practice of child marriage is declining, especially 
among girls under age 15. One in four women 
alive today was married in childhood compared 
to one in three in the early 1980s.27

In terms of sexual violence, UNICEF reports that 
around 120 million girls and women under age 
20 have been subjected to forced sexual inter-
course or other forced sexual acts at some point 
in their lives.28 In a review of the prevalence of 
child sexual abuse,29 drawn from 55 studies from 
24 countries, it was found that levels ranged from 
8 to 31 per cent among females and from 3 to 17 
per cent among males.30 Based on results from 
DHS, the percentage of women whose first sexual 
intercourse was forced against their will ranged 
from 1 per cent in Timor-Leste (2009–2010) to 29 
per cent in Nepal (2011). 31 Although most sexual 
violence takes place in the home, girls are gener-
ally more likely than boys to experience sexual 
violence while travelling to and from school, 
highlighting the need for adequate measures to 
enable girls to attend school safely.32

Girls continue to be vulnerable to sexual violence 
as they continue their education and attend col-
lege. In the United States, the White House has 
established a Task Force to Protect Students from 
Sexual Assault. In its report on the issue pub-
lished in April 2014, the Task Force asserted that 
“one in five women is sexually assaulted while 
in college”.33 It also found that the perpetrator 
is usually someone the victim knows and that, 
very often, the victim does not report the as-
sault. The Task Force is encouraging colleges to 
investigate and act upon this problem, providing 
toolkits for colleges to conduct surveys on sexual 
assault, establishing awareness and prevention 
programmes, and setting out necessary steps for 
an effective response.

27 Ibid.
28 UNICEF, 2014a. 
29 Refers to those less than 18 years of age.
30 UNICEF, 2014a.
31 Statistical Annex, available at http://unstats.un.org/

unsd/gender/worldswomen.html.
32 UNICEF, 2014a.
33 White House Task Force to Protect Students from Sexual 

Assault, 2014; Journal of American College Health, 2009; 
Krebs and others, 2007. 

b. Violence against older women

Although violence peaks in women’s reproduc-
tive years, it persists as women age. Neglect, 
abuse and violence were identified as important 
issues affecting the well-being of older persons34 
during the Second World Assembly on Ageing 
in Madrid in 2002. These issues were reflected in 
the Madrid International Plan of Action on Age-
ing, and highlighted the fact that older women 
“face greater risk of physical and psychological 
abuse due to discriminatory societal attitudes 
and the non-realization of the human rights of 
women.”35 To draw attention to the global issue 
of abuse against older people, the United Nations 
designated 15 June as World Elder Abuse Aware-
ness Day. In addition, to raise awareness of the 
unique challenges faced by widows, it adopted 23 
June as International Widows’ Day.

Violence against older women may take the form 
of physical, sexual or psychological abuse, as well 
as financial exploitation or neglect perpetrated by 
intimate partners, family members, or caregivers. 
Risk factors include residence in an institution or 
mental/physical impairment. In many countries, 
institutions established to provide care for older 
women and men are not managed properly and 
low standards of care go unchecked.36

In many instances, the issue of violence against 
older women is not given the attention it de-
serves. Sometimes this bias is reflected even in 
data collection methods and indicators, leading 
to significant data gaps for older women. Such 
gaps are becoming increasingly important as 
countries deal with their ageing populations. 
For example, the DHS, which are an impor-
tant source of information on violence against 
women, include only women aged 15 to 49 in 
their sample. Surveys conducted to measure vi-
olence against women are typically household-
based, meaning that the experiences of older 
women living in institutions that care for the 
older persons are not included.

34 For statistical purposes, unless otherwise specified, the 
term “older person” in this chapter refers to those aged 
60 and over. However, definitions at the national level 
can vary.

35 United Nations, 2002.
36 United Nations, 2013b.
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c. Violence against indigenous women and girls

Research has shown that indigenous girls, 
adolescents and young women face a higher 
prevalence of violence, harmful practices, and 
labour exploitation and harassment than other 
girls and women. In Bolivia, 62 per cent of the 
population is indigenous, and the country’s de-
partments of Chuquisaca, Cochabamba, La Paz, 
Potosi and Oruro have the highest concentra-
tions of indigenous people.37 DHS data show 
that ever-married girls and women aged 15 to 
49 from Potosi have the highest prevalence of 
reported physical or sexual violence by a cur-
rent or former partner (29 per cent) compared 
to the national average (24 per cent). In India, 
the proportion of the population belonging to 
‘Scheduled Tribes’ (an official term used in that 
country to refer to specific indigenous peoples) 
is high in all northeastern states except As-
sam and Tripura. The 2005–2006 DHS in India 
found that nearly half (47 per cent) of ever-mar-
ried girls and women aged 15 to 49 belonging to 
‘Scheduled Tribes’ reported experiences of emo-
tional, physical or sexual violence committed by 
their husbands, compared to 40 per cent of the 
total population. In Canada, according to data 
from the 2009 General Social Survey, the rate of 
self-reported violent victimization of Aboriginal 
women was around 2.5 times higher than that of 
non-Aboriginal women.38 Moreover, Aboriginal 
women were more likely than non-Aboriginal 
women to say they feared for their lives as result 
of spousal violence.

Violence against indigenous girls and women 
cannot be separated from the wider context of 
discrimination and exclusion to which indig-
enous peoples as a whole are often exposed in 
social, economic, cultural and political life. 
Challenges—such as land dispossession, conflict 
insecurity, displacement, low rates of birth reg-
istration, limited access to culturally appropriate 
education and health services (including sexual 
and reproductive health), the lack of access to 
justice and other essential services, including so-
cial services—create conditions that affect their 
development, human security and the fulfilment 
of their human rights.39

37 UNFPA, UNICEF, UN-Women, ILO and OSRSG/VAC, 
May 2013.

38 Statistics Canada, 2013. Measuring Violence Against 
Women: Statistical Trends 2013.

39 UNFPA, UNICEF, UN-Women, ILO and OSRSG/VAC, 
2013.

Box 6.3 
Violence peaks in the reproductive years

The experience of violence peaks when women 
are in their reproductive years. This is true in both 
developed and developing countries. Across 
Europe, women in the youngest age group (18 
to 29 years) had the highest prevalence of both 
partner and non-partner violence in the past 12 
months. Prevalence declined with age and was 
lowest among women aged 60 and over.

Proportion of women who experienced physical 
and/or sexual violence in the 12 months before 
the survey, by type of perpetrator, European 
Union-average, 2012

Age group
Partner 

violence (%)
Non-partner 
violence (%)

18–29 6 9

30–44 5 5

45–59 4 3

60+ 3 3

Based on data from the Italian Violence Against 
Women survey conducted in 2006, it can be seen 
that lifetime experience of violence (partner 
and non-partner, physical or sexual) was higher 
among women aged between 25 and 34 years (38 
per cent) and 35 and 44 years (35 per cent) than 
among women aged 55 to 64 years (26 per cent) 
and 65 to 70 years (20 per cent). As lifetime ex-
perience is affected by years exposed to violence, 
looking at experience in the past 12 months re-
veals that recent experience of violence declines 
with age also. Prevalence of violence in the past 
12 months was 16 per cent for women aged be-
tween 16 and 24 years and less than 1 per cent for 
women aged between 65 and 70 years.a

Many surveys conducted in developing countries 
do not include older women in their sample. How-
ever, results from the few that do show that the 
experience of violence tends to decline as women 
age. In Fiji,b results show that younger women 
are much more at risk of experiencing intimate 
partner violence in the previous 12 months than 
older women. In that country, the prevalence of 
intimate partner violence of a physical nature in 
the past 12 months declined from 40 per cent in 
the 18- to 24-year-old age group to 3 per cent in 
the 55- to 64-year-old age group. A similar pat-
tern was observed for intimate partner sexual 
violence. In Morocco, the experience of intimate 
partner physical violence in the past 12 months 
peaked between the ages of 30 and 34 and then 
declined, with prevalence halving from 6 per cent 
in the 40- to 49-year-old age group to 3 per cent 
in the 50- to 64-year-old age group.c

Source: European Union Agen-
cy for Fundamental Rights, Vi-
olence against Women: An EU-
wide Survey, 2014. 

a ISTAT, 2006.
b Fiji Women’s Crisis Centre, 

2013. 
c Haut-Commisariat au Plan, 

2009.
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2. Intimate partner violence

Physical and/or sexual violence

In many cases, intimate partner violence ac-
counts for the majority of women’s experiences 
of violence. This was one conclusion drawn 
from one of the first multi-country studies on 
violence against women.40 Among women who 
reported incidents of physical or sexual violence, 
or both, at some point in their lives, at least 60 per 
cent had been abused by a partner in almost all 
sites included in the study. The proportion ap-
proached 80 per cent or more in most sites. In 
contrast, less than one third of women in most 
sites had been abused only by someone other 
than an intimate partner. 

Intimate partner violence is traumatic and debil-
itating. Victims often feel they have nowhere to 
turn, especially in societies where it is difficult for 
women to leave their husbands or live-in part-
ners and live alone. Addressing intimate partner 
violence requires a range of approaches, includ-
ing awareness-raising, education, prevention 
activities, provision of necessary health, legal 
and social services, shelters and counselling and 
improved follow-up on reported cases so that 
women are free from physical injury and fear.41

Half of all countries reported lifetime prevalence of 
intimate partner physical and/or sexual violence of at 

least 30 per cent

For countries with available DHS data (figure 
6.7), the proportion of women experiencing in-
timate partner physical and/or sexual violence 
in their lifetime ranged from 6 per cent in the 
Comoros (2012) to 64 per cent in the Democratic 
Republic of the Congo (2007). Half of all coun-
tries reported lifetime prevalence of at least 30 
per cent. Prevalence was generally higher in Af-
rica than in other regions, with one quarter of 
countries in the region reporting lifetime preva-
lence of at least 50 per cent. Prevalence was lower 
across Asia, Latin America and the Caribbean 
and Oceania, with maximum prevalence levels 
of around 40 per cent. For intimate partner phys-
ical and/or sexual violence experienced in the 12 
months prior to the survey, prevalence ranged 
from 5 per cent in the Comoros (2012) to 44 per 
cent in Equatorial Guinea (2011) and Rwanda 
(2010). Across all regions, the prevalence of expe-

40 WHO, 2005.
41 WHO, 2013b.

rience of violence in the past 12 months was often 
similar to lifetime prevalence, a possible indica-
tion of how difficult it can be for women to leave 
violent relationships. For countries where more 
than one year of data are available, prevalence in 
the last 12 months showed slight declines in most 
countries, with Uganda showing an encouraging 
decline from 45 per cent in 2006 to 35 per cent in 
2011. 42 However, results from Rwanda showed a 
significant increase—from 26 per cent in 2005 to 
44 per cent in 2010.43

For countries included in the EU FRA survey 
(figure 6.8), the proportion of women experi-
encing intimate partner physical and/or sexual 
violence in their lifetime ranged from 13 per 
cent in five countries—Austria, Croatia, Poland, 
Slovenia and Spain to 32 per cent in Denmark 
and Latvia. More than half of countries in the 
region reported lifetime prevalence of at least 20 
per cent. Experience in the past 12 months was 
generally considerably lower than lifetime, rang-
ing between 2 and 6 per cent.44

Table 6.3 presents results for countries that 
conducted national surveys on violence against 
women. Rates of lifetime intimate partner physi-
cal and/or sexual violence were highest in Oce-
ania, with prevalence reaching over 60 per cent 
in a number of countries in the region. Across all 
regions, lifetime prevalence was at least 30 per 
cent in half of the countries. Experience in the 
past 12 months was typically much lower than 
lifetime.

42 ICF International, 2014.
43 It should be noted that one of the methodological issues 

related to surveys on violence against women is that, af-
ter awareness campaigns, for example, women may find 
it easier to talk about their experiences. Therefore, dis-
closure of violence may be higher in a subsequent survey 
even though the level of violence may not have increased. 

44 In general, it can be seen that the differences between 
lifetime experience of intimate partner physical and/or 
sexual violence and experience in the last 12 months are 
wider for results from the EU FRA survey than for DHS. 
This may be due to a number of reasons and further re-
search into this is needed, however contributing factors 
may be the wider age reference period for the EU FRA 
survey as compared to DHS (18 to 74 years compared 
to 15 to 49 years) and also a reflection of the possibil-
ity to stop the violence or leave a violent relationship. 
Higher levels of current (in the last 12 months) violence 
in developing countries is a common finding and can be 
expected if women cannot leave the relationship.



Violence against women 151

Figure 6.7 
Proportion of ever-partnered women  
aged 15–49 years experiencing intimate partner 
physical and/or sexual violence at least once  
in their lifetime and in the last 12 months,  
1995–2013 (latest available)

Source: Compiled by the United Nations Statistics Division from De-
mographic and Health Surveys (DHS) and Reproductive Health Surveys 
(RHS). (ICF International, 2014 and CDC, 2014).

Note: Ranking is for presentation purposes only (see introduction to 
section A for further details).

Figure 6.8 
Proportion of ever-partnered women aged 18–74 years experiencing intimate 
partner physical and/or sexual violence at least once in their lifetime and in the last 
12 months, European countries, 2012

Table 6.3 
Proportion of women experiencing intimate partner physical and/or sexual violence 
at least once in their lifetime and in the last 12 months, 2000–2013 (latest available) 

Country Year Lifetime Last 12 months

Albania 2013 24.6 ..

Armenia 2008 9.5 ..

Australia 2012 16.9 ..

Bangladesh 2011 67.2 50.7

Canada 2009 .. 1.3

Ecuador 2011 37.5 ..

Fiji 2010/11 64.0 24.0

Finland 2013 .. 5.8

France 2007 .. 1.0

Iceland 2008 22.4 1.8

Italy 2006 14.3 2.4

Kiribati 2008 67.6 36.1

Maldives 2006 19.5 6.4

Mexico 2011 14.1 6.6

Norway 2008 27.0 6.0

Poland 2004 15.6 3.3

Republic of Moldova 2010 45.5 ..

Samoa 2000 46.1 ..

Singapore 2009 6.1 0.9

Solomon Islands 2009 63.5 ..

Sweden 2012 15.0 2.2

Tonga 2009 39.6 19.0

Turkey 2014 38.0 11.0

Vanuatu 2010 60.0 44.0

Viet Nam 2010 34.4 9.0

Source: European Union Agency 
for Fundamental Rights, Violence 
against Women: An EU-wide Sur-
vey, 2014. (European Union Agen-
cy for Fundamental Rights, 2014).

Note: Some countries request-
ed that only the results of their na-
tional surveys be presented (see ta-
ble 6.3). Ranking is for presentation 
purposes only (see introduction to 
section A for further details).

Source: Compiled by the United 
Nations Statistics Division from na-
tional surveys on violence against 
women, correspondence with Na-
tional Statistical Offices.

Note: Age groups covered differ 
among countries; methodologies, 
questionnaire designs and sample 
sizes used in surveys by statistics 
offices to produce national data 
may differ from those used in inter-
nationally conducted surveys.
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Psychological and economic violence

Psychological violence includes a range of behav-
iours that encompass acts of emotional abuse and 
controlling behaviour. These often coexist with 
physical and sexual violence by intimate partners 
and are acts of violence in themselves. Examples 
of behaviours that fall within the definition of 
psychological violence include:45 

Emotional abuse—insulting or making a woman 
feel bad about herself, belittling or humiliating 
her in front of others, deliberately scaring or in-
timidating her, threatening to hurt her or others 
she cares about.

Controlling behaviour—isolating a woman by 
preventing her from seeing family or friends, 
monitoring her whereabouts and social interac-
tions, ignoring her or treating her indifferently, 
getting angry if she speaks with other men, mak-
ing unwarranted accusations of infidelity, con-
trolling her access to health care, education or 
the labour market.

Lifetime experience of psychological violence was highest 
in Africa and Latin America and the Caribbean

For countries with available data from DHS,46 
RHS and Multiple Indicator Cluster Surveys 
(MICS) (figure 6.9), the proportion of women 
experiencing intimate partner emotional/psy-
chological violence in their lifetime ranged from 
7 per cent in Azerbaijan (2006) to 68 per cent 
in Peru (2013). Lifetime experience was highest 
in Africa and Latin America and the Caribbean. 
In Latin America and the Caribbean prevalence 
is higher than 40 per cent in more than half of 
countries with data. For intimate partner emo-
tional/psychological violence experienced in 
the 12 months prior to the survey, prevalence 
ranged from 6 per cent in Azerbaijan (2006) and 
the Comoros (2012) to 40 per cent in Equatorial 
Guinea (2011). Experience in the past 12 months 
was generally similar to lifetime experience in 
Africa, Asia and Oceania, however, in Latin 
America and the Caribbean recent experience 
was considerably lower than lifetime.

In EU countries, reported psychological vio-
lence among women was also very high (figure 
6.10). The scope of such violence in the EU FRA 
survey included controlling and abusive behav-

45 United Nations, 2013a.
46 It should be noted that the figures reported by DHS refer 

to the emotional aspect of psychological violence only 
and do not include the experience of controlling behav-
iour.

iour, economic violence and blackmail with 
abuse of children. Only lifetime experience was 
addressed. The proportion of women experi-
encing intimate partner psychological violence 
at least once in their lives ranged from 31 per 
cent in Ireland to 60 per cent in Denmark and 
Latvia. More than half of the countries reported 
lifetime prevalence of psychological violence of 
40 per cent or higher. 

Figure 6.9 
Proportion of women aged 15–49 years experiencing 
intimate partner psychological violence at least once 
in their lifetime and in the last 12 months,  
1995–2013 (latest available)

Source: Compiled by the United Nations Statistics Division from De-
mographic and Health Surveys (DHS), Reproductive Health Surveys 
(RHS) and Multiple Indicator Cluster Surveys (MICS).(ICF International, 
2014, CDC, 2014 and UNICEF, 2014c).

Note: Ranking is for presentation purposes only (see introduction to 
section A for further details).
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Figure 6.10 
Proportion of women aged 18–74 years experiencing 
intimate partner psychological violence at least once 
in their lifetime, European countries, 2012

Source: European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights, Violence 
against Women: An EU-wide Survey, 2014.(European Agency for Fun-
damental Rights, 2014).

Note: Some countries requested that only the results of their  national 
surveys be presented (see table 6.4). Ranking is for presentation pur-
poses only (see introduction to section A for further details).

Table 6.4 presents data from other national sur-
veys. Lifetime experience of intimate partner psy-
chological violence was higher than 50 per cent in 
8 out of the 23 countries with data. Experience in 
the past 12 months was typically also high, reach-
ing as high as 72 per cent in Bangladesh (2011) and 
over 50 per cent in 4 out of 20 countries with data.

Economic violence is difficult to define and 
can vary significantly according to the cultural 
context and country circumstances. In general 
terms, economic violence can involve deny-
ing access to property, durable goods or the la-
bour market; deliberately not complying with 
economic responsibilities, thereby exposing a 
woman to poverty and hardship; or denying par-
ticipation in economic decision-making.47

A number of countries have collected data on 
women’s experience of economic violence. In 
Mexico, the 2011 survey “Encuesta Nacional so-
bre la Dinámica de las Relaciones en los Hoga-
res” (ENDIREH)48 revealed that one quarter of 
women who were married or in union had expe-
rienced economic violence during their current 
relationship, with 17 per cent experiencing such 
violence in the previous 12 months. A 2010 survey 
in Viet Nam discovered that among ever-married 
women, 4 per cent had husbands who had taken 

47 United Nations, 2013a.
48 Instituto Nacional de Estadística y Geografía, 2011.

their earned or saved money from them, 7 per cent 
had been refused money by their husbands, and 
9 per cent had experienced at least one of these 
acts.49 In the 1998 DHS in South Africa, almost 
one in five currently married women reported that 
their partner regularly failed to provide economic 
support, while having money for other things.50 
Results from Fiji51 revealed that women who expe-
rienced physical or sexual violence by their part-
ners are significantly more likely to have husbands 
who take their savings or earnings and refuse to 
give them money, compared with women who 
have not experienced partner violence.

49 Viet Nam General Statistics Office, 2010. 
50 ICF International, 2014.
51 Fiji Women’s Crisis Centre, 2013.
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Table 6.4 
Proportion of women experiencing intimate partner psychological violence  
at least once in their lifetime and in the last 12 months, 2000–2013 (latest available) 

Country Year Lifetime Last 12 months

Albania 2013 58.2 52.8

Armenia 2008 25.0 ..

Australia 2012 24.5 4.7

Bangladesh 2011 81.6 71.9

Canada 2009 11.4 ..

Ecuador 2011 43.4 ..

Fiji 2010/11 58.3 28.8

Italy 2006 43.2 ..

Japan 2010 17.8 ..

Kiribati 2008 47.0 30.1

Maldives 2006 28.2 12.3

Morocco 2009/10 .. 38.7

Republic of Korea 2013 .. 36.4

Republic of Moldova 2010 59.4 25.7

Samoa 2000 19.6 12.3

Solomon Islands 2009 56.1 42.6

State of Palestine 2011 58.8 58.6

Sweden 2012 23.5 6.8

Tonga 2009 24.0 13.0

Tunisia 2010 24.8 17.0

Turkey 2014 44.0 26.0

United Kingdom (England and Wales only) 2012/13 17.2 2.5

United States of America 2011 47.1 14.2

Vanuatu 2010 68.0 54.0

Viet Nam 2010 53.6 25.4

Source: Compiled by the United Nations Statistics Division from national surveys on violence against women, 
correspondence with National Statistical Offices. 

Note: Age groups covered differ among countries; methodologies, questionnaire designs and sample sizes used 
in surveys by statistics offices to produce national data may differ from those used in internationally conduct-
ed surveys.
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Attitudes towards wife-beating

Wife-beating is a clear expression of male domi-
nance; it is both a cause and consequence of 
women’s serious disadvantage and unequal po-
sition vis-à-vis men.52 In some countries and 
cultures, wife-beating is seen as justifiable in a 
wide range of contexts. This acceptance means it 
can be difficult for behaviours to change and for 
women to feel they can discuss their experiences 
of violence and ask for help. Research indicates 
that perpetration of and victimization by vio-
lence is higher among those who accept or justify 
such abuse than those who do not.53 However, 
evidence also suggests that attitudes are begin-
ning to change and that both women and men 
are starting to view violence as less acceptable.   
shows the proportions of women and men who 
agree that a husband is justified in beating his 
wife for at least one of the following reasons: the 
wife burns the food, argues with her husband, 
goes out without telling him, neglects the chil-
dren or refuses to have sex with him.

Wife-beating is acceptable in many countries  
across the world

Acceptance of wife-beating was generally higher 
in Africa, Asia and Oceania, and lower in Latin 
America and the Caribbean and developed coun-
tries. Levels of women’s acceptance ranged from 
3 per cent in Ukraine (2012) and Serbia (2010) to 
92 per cent in Guinea (2012). Levels of men’s ac-
ceptance ranged from 7 per cent in Serbia (2010) 
to 81 per cent in Timor-Leste (2009–2010). It 
should be noted that it is difficult to compare re-
ported levels of acceptance of wife-beating across 
countries and contexts because the willingness to 
talk about violence and attitudes towards it vary, 
which can affect people’s response. In almost all 
of the countries where more than one year of data 
are available, the level of women’s and men’s ac-
ceptance of wife-beating decreased over time.54 
Although it may be assumed that wife-beating 
is more widely justified by men than women, in 
most countries levels of reported acceptance are 
actually lower among men than women. 

52 United Nations, 2010.
53 WHO, 2005; Promundo, International Center for Re-

search on Women, 2012.
54 Statistical Annex, available at http://unstats.un.org/

unsd/gender/worldswomen.html.

Box 6.4 
Violence against men

Gender-based violence is a manifestation of the historic imbalance of power 
between men and women. Although gender-based violence typically focuses 
on violence against women, data on violence against men are also collected. 
The figure below presents statistics on the proportion of women experiencing 
lifetime intimate partner physical violence (women victims) alongside the pro-
portion of women who report ever committing acts of physical violence against 
their husband/partner when he was not already beating or physically hurting 
them (women perpetrators).

Women are far more likely to be victims than perpetrators  
of intimate partner violence

Caution should be taken when interpreting these results, since they are based on 
women’s self-reports of perpetrating violence against men as opposed to men 
reporting their experience of violence perpetrated by women. Based on available 
data, women are far more likely to be victims than perpetrators of intimate part-
ner violence; in one country, women were over 50 times more likely to be victims 
(India, 2005–2006). The only country for which violence against men was higher 
than violence against women was the Philippines (2013). There, the prevalence of 
violence perpetrated by women against men (16 per cent) was only slightly higher 
than violence perpetrated by men against women (13 per cent). 

Some studies also include men’s self-reported experiences of violence. Here again, 
reported rates of physical violence by men against women are higher than those of 
physical violence by women against men. Even in countries where reported rates 
of intimate partner physical violence are similar for women and men, women are 
more likely to suffer from violence more frequently and to experience the more 
serious types of violence and emotional stress.a

a Ansara, D.L. and M. J. Hindin, 2010.

Proportion of women who report experiencing lifetime intimate partner 
physical violence, as victims and perpetrators, 2005–2013 (latest available)

Source: Compiled by the 
United Nations Statistics Divi-
sion from Demographic and 
Health Surveys (DHS). (ICF In-
ternational, 2014).

Note: The chart presents the 
proportion of women who re-
port experiencing lifetime inti-
mate partner physical violence 
(women victims) alongside the 
proportion of women who re-
port ever committing physi-
cal violence against their hus-
band/partner when he was 
not already beating or phys-
ically hurting them (women 
perpetrators). 
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Figure 6.11 
Attitudes towards wife-beating: proportion of women and men aged 15–49 years who agree that a husband is justified in hitting or beating  
his wife for at least one of five specified reasons, 1995–2014 (latest available)

Source: Demographic and Health 
Surveys (DHS), Reproductive Health 
Surveys (RHS) and Multiple Indi-
cator Cluster Surveys (MICS). (ICF, 
2014, CDC, 2014 and UNICEF, 2014c).

Note: Some surveys have differ-
ent reasons for justifying wife-beat-
ing (details of these differences are 
presented in the Statistical Annex 
available at unstats.un.org/unsd/
gender/default.html). Ranking is for 
presentation purposes only (see in-
troduction to section A for further 
details).
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B. Forms of violence in specific settings

1. Female genital mutilation

The term “female genital mutilation” (FGM, also 
known as “female genital cutting” and “female 
genital mutilation/cutting”) refers to all proce-
dures involving partial or total removal of the 
external female genitalia or other injury to the 
female genital organs for non-medical reasons. 
This harmful practice constitutes a serious 
threat to the health of millions of women and 
girls worldwide and violates their fundamental 
rights. Immediate complications include bleed-
ing, delayed or incomplete healing, and infec-
tions. Long-term consequences are more dif-
ficult to determine, but may include damage to 
adjacent organs, sterility, recurring urinary tract 
infections, the formation of dermoid cysts and 
even death.55

In 2014, the United Nations General Assem-
bly passed the second resolution on intensify-
ing global efforts for the elimination of female 
genital mutilations (A/RES/69/150) calling on 
countries to take steps to increase education 
and awareness training on the issue, enact and 
enforce legislation, implement national action 
plans by involving multiple stakeholders, con-
tinue data collection and research, and provide 
support to victims and women and girls at risk. 
Despite this resolution and other important ad-
vances to eliminate female genital mutilation, 
the practice continues at unacceptably high lev-
els in countries around the world.

In the 29 countries in Africa and the Middle East 
where the practice is concentrated, more than 
125 million girls and women alive today have 
been subjected to the practice.56 Of these, around 
one in five live in Egypt, where prevalence has 
been consistently over 90 per cent since data col-
lection on the practice began. In addition, female 
genital mutilation is practised by immigrants 
and minority groups in other countries, mean-
ing that the global total of girls and women sub-
jected to cutting is likely to be even higher than 
125 million.

55 UNICEF, 2013.
56 Ibid.

Female genital mutilation is less prevalent among 
younger women

Based on latest available data, the prevalence of 
female genital mutilation among women aged be-
tween 15 and 49 is highest (over 80 per cent) in Dji-
bouti, Egypt, Eritrea, Guinea, Mali, Sierra Leone, 
Somalia and Sudan. 57 Among countries studied, 
prevalence is lowest (less than 10 per cent) in Be-
nin, Cameroon, Ghana, Iraq, Niger, Togo and 
Uganda. In most countries where the practice is 
concentrated, prevalence rates have declined over 
time. Comparing prevalence across age groups 
can also indicate changes in the practice among 
younger generations. The proportions of girls and 
women aged 15 to 19 and 45 to 49 subjected to 
female genital mutilation are presented in fig-
ure 6.12. In all but one country presented here 
(Niger, which has rates near zero across all age 
groups), prevalence was lower among the younger 
cohort, with much lower prevalence rates found 
among younger women in Burkina Faso, Kenya, 
Liberia, Nigeria and Sierra Leone (more than 20 
percentage points difference). However, in several 
countries—Djibouti, Guinea, Mali, Somalia and 
Sudan—prevalence was still very high among 
the young (more than 80 per cent) and was only 
slightly lower (5 percentage points difference or 
lower) in the younger age group, indicating that 
not much progress has been made overall. 

Within countries, prevalence rates vary ac-
cording to ethnicity, religion, urban or rural 
residence, economic status, age, education and 
income. In general, reported levels of female gen-
ital mutilation are lower in urban areas, among 
younger women, and in families with higher 
levels of household income and mothers with 
higher levels of education.58

Some efforts have been made to estimate the 
numbers of those at risk of female genital mu-
tilation in countries of destination for people 
emigrating from areas where cutting is practised. 
Methods used include applying the prevalence 
rate in the country of origin to the numbers of 
immigrants from that country. However, this 
may lead to significant overestimation, since im-
migrants may not be representative of the popu-
lation in the country of origin. Moreover, atti-
tudes towards and the practice of female genital 
mutilation may be affected by moving to a new 
country where cutting is not widespread.

57 Statistical Annex, available at http://unstats.un.org/
unsd/gender/worldswomen.html.

58 UNICEF, 2013.
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Figure 6.12 
Girls and women aged 15–19 years and 45–49 years 
subjected to female genital mutilation, 2002–2013 
(latest available) 

Source: Compiled by the United Nations Statistics Division from De-
mographic and Health Survey (DHS) and Multiple Indicator Cluster Sur-
vey (MICS) reports (ICF, 2014 and UNICEF, 2014c).

Note: In the 29 countries where FGM is concentrated, almost all girls 
undergoing FGM are cut before the age of 15 (UNICEF, 2013). Ranking 
is for presentation purposes only (see introduction to section A for fur-
ther details).

Attitudes towards female genital mutilation have 
also shown some change. In a number of coun-
tries, the majority of women (and men, where 
available) believe the practice should be discon-
tinued. It is often assumed that support for female 
genital mutilation is higher among men than 
women; however, in many cases, the proportion of 
women and men who believe the practice should 
be discontinued is around the same. Support for 
discontinuation is mainly high in countries where 
prevalence is relatively low, such as Benin, Cam-
eroon, Côte d’Ivoire, Ghana, Iraq, Kenya, Niger, 
Nigeria, Togo, Uganda and the United Republic of 
Tanzania. However, in Burkina Faso, strong sup-
port has been found for discontinuation, even in a 
high-prevalence context. In most countries where 
data are available for multiple years, support for 
discontinuation has increased.59

59 Based on data compiled by the United Nations Statistics 
Division from Demographic and Health Surveys.

2. Violence in conflict situations

In addition to the trauma of coping with life 
in the midst of conflict, people in these situa-
tions can face heightened levels of interpersonal 
violence. Sexual violence perpetrated by militia, 
military personnel or the police during conflict 
is an important aspect of non-partner sexual 
violence. However, data in this area tend to be 
sparse. In an effort to gather specific informa-
tion on this issue, the Office of the Special Rep-
resentative to the Secretary-General on Sexual 
Violence in Conflict has created a website (http://
www.un.org/sexualviolenceinconflict/) that in-
cludes information on violence experienced by 
people living in conflict situations. The conflicts 
highlighted include those in Bosnia and Herze-
govina, the Central African Republic, Colombia, 
Côte d’Ivoire, the Democratic Republic of the 
Congo, Guinea, Liberia, Mali, Somalia, South 
Sudan, Sudan and the Syrian Arab Republic. 

In Somalia, for example, high numbers of in-
cidents of sexual violence continue to be re-
ported. Between January and November 2012, 
United Nations partners and service providers 
registered over 1,700 rape cases in Mogadishu 
and the surrounding areas. Acts of sexual vio-
lence continue to be committed against inter-
nally displaced women and girls in these areas. 
Somali refugee women and girls were also tar-
geted for sexual violence while attempting to 
flee to the border.60 Data from eastern Demo-
cratic Republic of the Congo, which has experi-
enced sustained internecine violence for over a 
decade, found that almost half (48 per cent) of 
male non-combatants reported using physical 
violence against women, 12 per cent acknowl-
edged having carried out partner rape, and 34 
per cent reported perpetrating some kind of sex-
ual violence. This heightened violence included 
9 per cent of adult men who said that they had 
been victims of sexual violence themselves, and 
16 per cent of men and 26 per cent of women 
who reportedly were forced to watch sexual vio-
lence.61 In some instances in Afghanistan, sur-
vivors of sexual violence said they were raped 
a second time by security forces while seeking 
protection.62

60 United Nations, 2014.
61 Promundo, International Center for Research on 

Women, 2012.
62 United Nations, 2014.
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In cases where women fleeing conflict reach 
refugee camps, they often do not participate 
equally with men in the administration of the 
camps and in the formation and implementa-
tion of assistance programmes, with negative 
effects on equal access to food or other essen-
tial items. Vulnerability to sexual violence re-
mains high in refugee camps, and single women 
or unaccompanied girls may be at higher risk 
if they are not accommodated separately from 
men or if there is not sufficient privacy. Long 
walk distances out of the camps to collect water 
and firewood for cooking and heating may also 
expose women to the threat of rape. In some 
cases, refugee women engage in survival sex to 
support their families.63

Adopted in 2000, UN Security Council resolu-
tion 1325 (2000) on women and peace and se-
curity was a milestone in addressing violence 
against women in situations of armed conflict. 
Recognizing the need to fully implement laws 
that protect the rights of women and girls during 
and after armed conflict, it calls for special meas-
ures to protect them from gender-based violence 
in such situations. The 26 indicators attached to 
the resolution are designed to monitor imple-
mentation and progress not only towards main-
taining and promoting the security of women but 
also towards promoting women’s leadership roles 
for peacekeeping and peacebuilding (see Chapter 
5 on Power and Decision Making). Subsequent 
related Security Council resolutions directly ad-
dress the issues of sexual violence in conflict as a 
tactic of war (1820 (2008)) and involving women 
in post-conflict and reconstruction periods (1889 
(2009)).

3. Trafficking

Human trafficking in women is a serious issue 
and has been addressed internationally by the 
Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Traf-
ficking in Persons, Especially Women and Chil-
dren, which supplements the United Nations 
Convention against Transnational Organized 
Crime. The Protocol, which entered into force in 
2003, had been ratified as at December 2014, by 
166 parties. According to the protocol, human 
trafficking involves recruiting, transporting, 
harbouring or receiving persons under threat or 
use of force or other types of coercion for pur-

63 United Nations, 2006b.

poses of exploiting individuals for prostitution, 
other types of sexual exploitation, forced labour 
or services, slavery or practices similar to slavery, 
servitude or the removal of organs.

In 2014, the United Nations General Assembly 
passed a resolution on trafficking in women 
and girls (A/RES/69/149) calling on countries 
to sign and ratify relevant treaties and conven-
tions, address the factors that make women and 
girls vulnerable to trafficking and to take more 
preventative efforts, including through educa-
tion, develop comprehensive anti-trafficking 
strategies, criminalize all forms of trafficking 
and strengthen national mechanisms to ensure 
coordinated and comprehensive responses.

Due to its underground nature, accurate data 
on the scale of human trafficking are difficult 
to collect. According to a 2014 report on traf-
ficking in persons,64 published by the United 
Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC), 
adult women accounted for almost half (49 per 
cent) of all human trafficking victims detected 
globally. Women and girls together accounted 
for about 70 per cent, with girls representing two 
out of every three child trafficking victims.65 Of 
persons prosecuted for and/or convicted of traf-
ficking in persons over the period 2010–2012, 
around three quarters were men.66 The most 
common forms of exploitation of known vic-
tims of trafficking are sexual exploitation and 
forced labour. Between 2010 and 2012, victims 
holding citizenship from 152 different countries 
were found in 124 countries,67 an indication of 
the global scope of the problem.

64 UNODC, 2014.
65 Ibid. At present, there is no sound estimate of the num-

ber of victims of trafficking in persons worldwide. 
These gender breakdowns are based on the numbers of 
detected victims of trafficking as reported by national 
authorities. These official figures represent only the vis-
ible part of the trafficking phenomenon and the actual 
figures are likely to be much higher.

66 Ibid.
67 Ibid.
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C. State accountability:  
Help-seeking and response 
to violence against women

1. Help-seeking

Only a fraction of women who experience vio-
lence seek help. The proportion of women who 
did seek help from family, friends or institutions 
such as health services and the police ranged 
from 18 per cent in Mali (2012–2013) to over 
70 per cent in Georgia (2010) (figure 6.13). In 
the majority of countries, less than 40 per cent 
of the women who experienced violence sought 
help of any sort. Among women who did, most 
looked to family and friends as opposed to the 
police and health services. For example, among 
women who sought help in the United Republic 
of Tanzania (2010), 47 per cent appealed to fam-
ily, 6 per cent to the police, and 1 per cent to a 
doctor or other medical personnel.68 In Jordan 
(2012), 84 per cent looked to their family for 
support and 2 per cent went to the police.69

In general, only a small proportion of women 
who sought help did so by appealing to the po-
lice. In almost all countries with available data, 
the percentage of women who sought help from 
the police, out of all women seeking help for ex-
perience of violence, was less than 10 per cent 
(figure 6.14). These findings underscore the as-
sumption that, in the vast majority of instances, 
violence goes unreported and administrative 
records are not appropriate for assessing the 
prevalence of violence. One reason women may 
be reluctant to speak to the police about their 
experience of violence may be the low repre-
sentation of women among police personnel. 
Women make up less than 35 per cent of po-
lice personnel in all 86 countries and areas for 
which data are available, and less than 10 per 
cent in 26 of these countries.70

Yet, even when women do seek help, they often 
face formidable barriers. These include: lack of 
awareness of or actual lack of services; lack of ac-
cessibility to services due to linguistic, cultural, 
physical or financial constraints; fear of reprisals 
by the offender as well as family and community 
members; reluctance due to shame or embarrass-
ment; the potential impact on women’s custody 
of children; fear of reliving the experience of 

68 ICF International, 2014.
69 Ibid.
70 UNODC, 2015.

violence by testifying before the courts; the feel-
ing that the police could do nothing to help; and 
wanting to keep the incident private.71

In most countries less than 40 per cent of women  
who experienced violence sought help of any sort

71 Gauthier and Laberge, 2000;Kelly, Lovett and Regan, 
2005; Fugate and others, 2005. 
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Figure 6.13 
Proportion of women aged 15–49 years who experienced violence and sought help,  
2000–2013 (latest available)

Source: Compiled by the United Nations Statistics Division from Demographic and Health Surveys (DHS), Re-
productive Health Surveys (RHS) and Multiple Indicator Cluster Surveys (MICS). (ICF, 2014, CDC, 2014 and UNICEF, 
2014c).

Note: Ranking is for presentation purposes only (see introduction to section A for further details).
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Only a small proportion of women victims of violence who 
sought help did so from the police

2. State response to violence against women

In many cases, even when women do seek help 
from state institutions such as the police, health 
and social services and the justice system, the re-
sponse can be inadequate. Not all countries have 
laws on violence against women, and when they 
do, they are often more concerned with respond-
ing to the violence that has already occurred 
than with preventing it in the first place. At least 
119 countries have passed laws on domestic vio-
lence, 125 have laws on sexual harassment and 52 

have laws on marital rape.72 Even when domes-
tic violence laws exist, this does not always mean 
they are implemented, or implemented in ways 
that actually help women. In many cases, victims 
of domestic violence are economically depend-
ent on their intimate partner and so conviction 
and imprisonment of the perpetrator, for exam-
ple, leave the woman bereft of her only source of 
economic support. Domestic violence laws need 
to be implemented in tandem with measures for 
the economic empowerment of women and ap-
propriate social support mechanisms for victims 
who take the difficult step of seeking legal re-
course.73 Prevention of and response to violence 
requires coordinated approaches across govern-
ment, working with non-governmental organi-
zations and other stakeholders. 

To tackle the problem of violence against women, 
legislation needs to be enforced and implemented 
in ways that support victims and not discrimi-
nate against them. Many reported cases of vio-
lence suffer from attrition, or drop out, as they 
work their way through national legal systems. 
Attrition is a particular problem in rape cases.74 
Results of a study in Gauteng Province, South 
Africa, for example, revealed that 17 per cent of 
reported rapes reached court and only 4 per cent 
ended in a conviction– levels of attrition that are 
common in many other countries.75 In European 
countries, an average of 14 per cent of reported 
rapes resulted in a conviction.76

Policies and programmes to address violence 
against women need to be sustainable, properly 
financed and participatory—involving not only 
women but men. Comprehensive victim support 
systems are essential, encompassing hotlines, 
shelters, health services, legal support, coun-
selling and economic empowerment. However, 
such systems should be implemented along with 
initiatives to reduce impunity for perpetrators, 
prevent violence from occurring in the first 
place, and change social norms around the use 
of violence. Monitoring and evaluation should be 
conducted to assess which approaches work best. 
In addition, continued improvements in and 
support for data collection are needed to assess 
changes over time and progress towards a world 
free from violence against women in all its forms.

72 OECD, 2015; Minimum Set of Gender indicators, 2014.
73 UN Women, 2011/2012.
74 Ibid. 
75 Ibid.
76 Lovett and Kelly, 2009.

Figure 6.14 
Proportion of women aged 15–49 years who experienced violence and sought  
help from the police, as a proportion of those who sought help from any source,  
2005/06–2013 (latest available)

Source: Compiled by the United Nations Statistics Division from Demographic and Health Surveys (DHS) and Re-
productive Health Surveys (RHS). (ICF, 2014 and CDC, 2014).

Note: Ranking is for presentation purposes only (see introduction to section A for further details).
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Box 6.5 
When data on violence against women informs policy: The case of Kiribati

A dedicated study on violence against women 
and childrena was conducted in Kiribati in 2008, 
the first such study in that country. It revealed 
that Kiribati has one of the highest recorded 
levels of violence against women in the world: 
68 per cent of ever-partnered women said they 
were victims of physical and/or sexual violence 
by an intimate partner, 47 per cent reported 
incidents of emotional abuse, and 90 per cent 
reported experiencing at least one form of con-
trolling behaviour. Women were more likely to 
be subjected to severe forms of partner physi-
cal violence such as punching, kicking or having 
a weapon used against them, than moderate 
forms of physical violence. Twenty-three per 
cent of women who had ever been pregnant 
reported being beaten during pregnancy, and 
women who had experienced intimate partner 
violence were significantly more likely to report 
miscarriage and a child who died.

The study also investigated why violence against 
women was so common in Kiribati and concluded 
that there were a number of contributing fac-
tors. They included: a high level of acceptance of 
violence, the belief that controlling behaviour in 
intimate partner relationships was “normal”, and 
the frequent use of physical punishment to “dis-
cipline” women who were thought to be trans-
gressing their traditional gender roles. The most 
common reason men interviewees gave for hit-
ting their wives was that they “disobeyed” them. 

A number of risk factors were identified as being 
associated with the experience of intimate part-
ner violence, including: being subjected to con-
trolling behaviour by an intimate partner; alcohol 
consumption by both women and their partners; 
having been sexually abused as a child; having 
a partner who was beaten as a child; having a 
partner whose father beat the partner’s mother; 
having a partner who fights with other men; and 
having a partner who has had an affair. These fac-
tors were much more significant than most social, 
economic and demographic variables such as 
age, education and employment, showing that 
violence cuts across all sectors of society.

In response, the study proposed a number of 
actions to address the widespread problem of 
violence in Kiribati, including establishing a new 
government body dedicated to gender, develop-
ing a national action plan to eliminate violence 
against women, and strengthening and expand-
ing formal support systems for women living 
with violence. Since the publication of the survey 
results, the Government of Kiribati passed the 
Family Peace Bill, which aims to confront all forms 
of violence against women. It also approved the 
Eliminating Sexual and Gender-based Violence 
Policy and the accompanying National Action 
Plan 2011–2021, and is partnering with faith-based 
organizations and civil society to create SafeNet, 
which provides free services to survivors of sexual 
and gender-based violence.

a Secretariat of the Pacific 
Community, 2010.
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Chapter 7

Environment

Introduction

Women and the environment is one of the 12 
critical areas of concern for achieving gender 
equality identified in the Beijing Platform for 
Action.1 The Platform for Action recognizes that 
environmental conditions have a different impact 
on the lives of women and men due to existing 
gender inequality. It also stresses that women’s 
role in sustainable development is hampered by 
unequal access to economic resources, informa-
tion and technology, and limited participation in 
policy formulation and decision-making in natu-
ral resources and environment management.
This chapter examines the links between gender 
and the environment in two parts. The first part 
looks at three aspects of the environment that 
have different effects on the lives of women and 
men:2 access to water and sanitation, access to 
modern energy services, and exposure to natural 
hazards. It shows that the burden of work result-
ing from lack of access to clean water and energy 
falls mostly on the shoulders of women. In ad-

1 United Nations, 1995.
2 Other aspects of the environment that may have a differ-

ent impact on the lives of women and men could not be 
analysed due to lack of data (see box 7.1).

dition, exposure to inadequate water may result 
in higher mortality among women than men as 
a result of diarrhoea in contexts where access to 
health services remains unequal. Household air 
pollution resulting from the use of firewood and 
other solid fuels threatens the lives of women and 
men in many developing countries, but women 
are more exposed than men to indoor pollutants 
due to their role in cooking and caring for children 
and other family members. Gender roles may also 
worsen women’s vulnerability during disasters 
and waste their potential as a source of resilience.

The second part of the chapter examines the par-
ticipation of women and men in preserving the 
environment through everyday activities and en-
vironmental decision-making in local and high-
level forums. Available data show that in everyday 
life, women tend to recycle and cut back on driv-
ing to reduce pollution more than men (linked to 
the gender division of domestic work), but remain 
underrepresented in local and national positions 
of decision-making related to the environment. 
As we approach global ecological limits that de-
fine a “safe operating space” for humanity3, it is 

3 United Nations, 2012. 

Key findings

•	 About half of population in developing regions lack access to improved drinking water on the premises; 
and the burden of water collection falls mostly on women.

•	 The number of deaths from diarrhoea due to inadequate water, sanitation and hygiene in developing regions 
was 0.8 million in 2012; the majority of such deaths in some parts of Asia were among women and girls.

•	 Slow progress in access to modern energy services, including electricity and non-solid fuels for cooking, 
delays improvements in health and hinders significant reductions in the workload burdens associated with 
household chores and firewood collection.

•	 Age, sex and differences in gender roles and norms are significant factors in mortality due to natural disas-
ters, but their contribution varies by country and type of natural hazard. 

•	 In some post-disaster settings, women’s access to work and involvement in reconstruction efforts remain 
more limited than men’s.

•	 More and more people are engaging in environmental protection activities, including recycling and cutting 
back on driving to reduce pollution; overall, women tend to be more involved than men in these day-to-day 
activities, linked to the gender division of labour. 

•	 Women remain underrepresented in local and high-level environmental decision-making.
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of utmost importance that both women and men 
step out of their traditional gender roles and par-

ticipate actively to ensure environmental protec-
tion and sustainable development. 

Box 7.1 
Gaps in gender statistics related to the environment

Environment statistics is a relatively new statistical 
fielda that describes the biophysical aspects of the 
environment—the natural environment (air/climate, 
water, land/soil), the living organisms within these 
media, and human settlementsb—and those aspects 
of social and economic systems that directly influence 
and interact with the environment.c This field of sta-
tistics, considered gender-neutral, was initially devel-
oped without much consideration of the dimensions 
related to individuals. In this context, links between 
gender and environment have been assessed most 
often based on qualitative or small-scale quantitative 
studies. Such assessments are useful in highlighting 
the socially constructed vulnerabilities and challenges 
faced by women and men and in providing informa-
tion on the importance of integrating a gender per-
spective in policymaking. The extrapolation of their re-
sults, however, to the level of a whole society or across 
countries may lead to misconceptions about the status 
of women relative to men in different settings. 

The links between gender and the environment are 
increasingly recognized by statisticians, including in 
the recently revised UN Framework for the Develop-
ment of Environment Statistics.d However, in many 
countries, gender statistics on environment are not 
yet part of the regular programmes of statistics in na-
tional statistical systems—a huge obstacle for gender 
analysis and policymaking. 

For this report, in particular, the choice of issues exam-
ined and the structure of the chapter were constrained 
by the current availability of data. Topics related to 
housing characteristics or infrastructure, such as access 
to improved water, use of solid fuels for cooking and 
access to electricity, are covered more comprehensively 
because supporting statistics are available for a large 
number of countries. These statistics have agreed in-
ternational concepts and definitions and are collected 
in surveys and censuses on a regular basis. For exam-
ple, more than 200 countries and areas have available 
statistics on access to improved water and improved 
sanitation, for at least two data points between 1990 
and 2014; and 180 countries have statistics on the use 
of solid fuels for cooking for at least two data points.e 

However, more statistical information is needed on the 
links between gender and the environment in several 
areas. Time-use data are largely missing in countries 
from developing regions, where poor infrastructure 
and housing conditions, as well as natural hazards 
result in increased work burdens. For example, data 
on time spent for water or firewood collection was 
available for international compilation for only 14 
developing countries, either from stand-alone time-
use surveys or from modules on time use attached to 
other household surveys. Furthermore, time-use data 
on national and subnational trends, which are needed 
to assess changes in women’s and men’s work burdens 

as a consequence of improvements in infrastructure or 
deterioration due to droughts, deforestation or deser-
tification, are generally missing. 

Environmental health is one of the most complex and 
difficult areas of data collection and estimation. The 
burden of disease due to environmental causes is cur-
rently estimated by the World Health Organization 
(WHO) and other institutions based on three types 
of statistical information: exposure to environmental 
hazards; the effect of the exposure on morbidity and 
mortality; and mortality by cause of death in the pres-
ence versus the absence of environmental hazards. 
Complex modelling is used to produce global and 
regional estimates of morbidity and mortality, often 
based on partial information on exposure, a few case 
studies on the relationship between exposure and 
health effects, and cause of death information con-
fined to a limited number of countries, mostly from de-
veloped regions. Gender is not consistently integrated 
at every step of the statistical modelling (mainly due 
to limited availability of statistical information disag-
gregated by sex) and the results obtained are not sys-
tematically assessed from a gender perspective. 

Sex-disaggregated data on the effects of natural haz-
ards on mortality and morbidity are available for a small 
number of cases, mostly from research literature, and 
are even more difficult to obtain on other dimensions, 
such as education, health, food and economic security. 

Adequate monitoring of the impact of the environ-
ment and climate change on the lives of women and 
men may require that some data disaggregated by sex 
and age are recorded for smaller areas of a country. At 
most, the traditional system of social statistics has been 
focused on urban/rural areas and regions. However, the 
occurrence and impact of environmental phenomena 
are distributed across space without regard to admin-
istrative boundaries, and monitoring may need to take 
into account small areas that are particularly prone to 
specific weather conditions and the effects of climate 
change. Technologies such as Global Positioning Sys-
tems (GPS) and remote sensing need to be further ex-
plored as sources of geospatial information that can be 
layered upon the sex-disaggregated information on a 
population produced by household surveys and cen-
suses to determine the exposure of women and men to 
various natural hazards or pollution factors.

Finally, statistics to assess the active participation of 
women and men in environmental protection and de-
cision-making at all levels are scarce. For example, data 
on environmentally friendly behaviour are mostly lim-
ited to developed countries. Information on local deci-
sion-making on environmental resources and extreme 
event preparedness and post-disaster reconstruction 
efforts has remained largely a domain of qualitative 
and small case studiesf.

a United Nations Statistics Di-
vision, 2013. 

b United Nations Environment 
Programme, 2012. 

c United Nations Statistics Di-
vision, 2013. 

d The revised Framework for 
the Development of En-
vironment Statistics was 
endorsed by the United Na-
tions Statistical Commission 
at its forty-fourth session in 
2013. 

e United Nations Statistics Di-
vision, 2014. 

f One notable exception is 
data collection on local 
management of forests co-
ordinated by the Poverty 
and Environment Network 
(Center for International 
Forestry Research, http://
www1.cifor.org/pen, ac-
cessed March 2015).
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A. The impact of environmental 
conditions on the lives of women 
and men

1. Access to improved drinking water and 
sanitation 

The right to safe, clean drinking water and ad-
equate sanitation is a human right, essential to 
the full enjoyment of life and all other human 
rights, as recognized by the UN General Assem-
bly in July 2010 (resolution 64/292). Lack of ac-
cess to clean drinking water and sanitation has 
a tremendous impact on the burden of disease 
and the workloads of both women and men in 
developing countries. However, women are more 
often charged with collecting water, cleaning and 
cooking and also with taking care of the sick, 
drastically limiting their time spent on paid work 
and leisure and, in the case of girls, reducing the 
time for educational pursuits.

Steady progress has been made in access to improved 
drinking water and sanitation 

The proportion of the global population with ac-
cess to improved drinking water4 increased from 
76 per cent in 1990 to 91 per cent in 2015.5 Cur-
rently, 663 million people are without access to 
improved drinking water. Most of them are poor 
and located in rural areas of developing regions. 
Access to improved drinking water is virtually 
universal in developed regions and increased in 
all developing regions. Some of the biggest im-
provements were in Eastern Asia, Southern Asia 
and South-Eastern Asia. Sub-Saharan Africa also 
recorded a substantial increase in access, but re-
mains one of the regions with the lowest level of 
coverage (68 per cent), second only after Oceania 
(56 per cent). Currently, sub-Saharan Africa has 
the largest share of the global population without 
access to improved drinking water, and alone ac-
counts for nearly half of global population living 
without improved water sources.6

Access to improved sanitation7 also increased, 
from 54 per cent of the global population in 1990 

4 Improved drinking water sources include piped water on 
premises; public taps or standpipes; tube wells or bore-
holes; protected dug wells, protected springs; and rain-
water collection.

5 UNICEF and WHO, 2015. 
6 Ibid. 
7 Improved sanitation facilities are facilities likely to ensure 

hygienic separation of human excreta from human con-
tact. They include: flush/pour flush to piped sewer sys-
tem, septic tank, and pit latrine; ventilated improved pit 
latrine; and pit latrine with slab and composting toilet.

to 68 per cent in 2015. Globally, 2.4 billion people 
live without improved sanitation facilities; among 
these, nearly 1 billion practise open defecation. 
Progress in sanitation has been uneven among re-
gions. The biggest improvements were recorded 
in Eastern Asia, Southern Asia, and South-East-
ern Asia. Progress has been slow in sub-Saharan 
Africa and non-existent in Oceania. The lowest 
level of improved sanitation use is in sub-Saharan 
Africa, at 30 per cent of the population.8

The health burden

The lack of adequate drinking water, sanita-
tion and hygiene are important environmental 
health risk factors with a tremendous impact on 
morbidity and mortality for both women and 
men. As noted above, many people do not have 
access to drinking water sources that are con-
sidered improved. In addition, not all sources 
considered improved provide safe, good quality 
water. For example, some of the drinking water 
sources considered “improved” may not be ad-
equately maintained and protected from outside 
contamination, including from naturally occur-
ring elements such as arsenic, pollution from 
industry and agriculture and from poor sanita-
tion.9 Furthermore, when the source of water is 
far away, the quantity of safe water that gets col-
lected is less likely to be sufficient for minimum 
drinking needs or for good hygiene practices.10 
It has been shown that the quantity of water that 
gets collected declines drastically if more than 
half an hour per trip is needed to collect the wa-
ter.11 This is often the case in sub-Saharan Africa 
where 29 per cent of the population (37 per cent 
in rural areas and 14 per cent in urban areas) are 
at 30 minutes or more away from an improved 
source of drinking water.12

The health burden related to water and sanitation 
remains substantial in developing regions

In 2012, an estimated 842,000 people died as a 
result of diarrhoea caused by inadequate drink-

  8 UNICEF and WHO, 2015.
  9 UNICEF and WHO, 2012.
10 UNICEF and WHO, 2011.
11 Ibid. 
12 Unweighted averages calculated by the United Nations 

Statistics Division based on data for 36 countries pro-
vided by the WHO/UNICEF Joint Monitoring Pro-
gramme for Water Supply and Sanitation, 2014a. Data 
refer to the latest available in the interval 2005–2013.
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ing water,13 sanitation14 and hygiene in low- and 
middle-income countries.15 This death toll rep-
resented 1.5 per cent of the total disease burden 
of that year and 58 per cent of deaths due to diar-
rhoeal diseases.16 The two regions (as defined by 
WHO) with the highest number of deaths from 
diarrhoea due to inadequate drinking water, 
sanitation and hygiene are Africa (44 per cent of 
the global total) and South-East Asia (43 per cent 
of the global total). 

The distribution of deaths due to inadequate 
drinking water, sanitation and hygiene by sex 
was different in each of the two regions. Female 
deaths represented 49 per cent of the total share in 
Africa and 59 per cent in South-East Asia (which 
includes India as the most populous country in 
that WHO region).17 These differences could be 
explained by specific regional sex and age distri-
butions of all deaths due to diarrhoeal diseases. 
In Africa, death rates were either similar for 
females and males or slightly higher for males 
because of the general higher biological vulnera-
bility and mortality for boys and men (see Chap-
ter 2 on Health). In South-East Asia, however, 
the female mortality rates were higher than the 
male rates, both in childhood and at older ages  
(figure 7.1). Although the mortality rate declined 

13 Estimates of populations with access to adequate drink-
ing water differ from populations with access to improved 
water sources. People living at a distance greater than a 
30-minute round trip from their water source (whether 
improved or not) were assumed to have access to inade-
quate water source. In addition, household water filtering 
and boiling drinking water were used as a proxy for fur-
ther improvement beyond currently available improved 
water sources. Source: Prüss-Ustün and others, 2014. 

14 Inadequate sanitation refers to unimproved sanitation 
as defined by the WHO/UNICEF Joint Monitoring Pro-
gramme for Water Supply and Sanitation.

15 Prüss-Ustün and others, 2014. 
16 Ibid. 
17 WHO, 2014c. 

in the past decade for both females and males, 
sex differences persisted and increased even fur-
ther among older persons (figure 7.1). 

The sex differences in mortality due to diarrhoeal 
diseases observed in South-East Asia are likely 
related to gender differences in access to health 
services, which are to the disadvantage of girls 
and women. Deaths due to diarrhoeal disease are 
largely preventable if appropriate care is sought 
early. For children, studies in India, Bangladesh 
and Indonesia showed that the sex of a child influ-
ences care-seeking, including delayed hospitali-
zation and lower rates of hospitalization among 
girls than boys.18 In India, delays in seeking 
treatment are generally associated with longer 
travel distances to health facilities, poverty, lower 
levels of education and lack of a health card by 
the mother.19 Gender bias in health care to the 
disadvantage of girls has been reported in other 
regions as well, although mortality rates for girls 
are not higher than those for boys. For example, 
in sub-Saharan Africa, in 17 of 23 countries with 
Demographic and Health Survey (DHS) data, the 
percentage of children with diarrhoea who did 
not receive medical advice was higher for girls 
than for boys, although in some countries only 
by a small margin.20

The work burden

The lack of improved drinking water on the 
premises increases the workload of women and 
men. In 2015, 58 per cent of the global popula-
tion enjoy the convenience and health benefits 
of having piped water on the premises, 14 per-
centage points more than in 1990. Despite steady 
improvements, the coverage of piped water in 
developing regions remains much lower than 
in developed regions—49 per cent compared to 
96 per cent in 2015. The regions with the low-
est coverage are sub-Saharan Africa, Oceania, 
Southern Asia and South-Eastern Asia.21 In-
equality in coverage between urban and rural 
areas declined only by a small margin and re-
mains substantial. Globally, one third of the ru-
ral population has access to piped water on the 
premises compared to more than three quarters 
of the urban population. 

18 Geldsetzer and others, 2014; Khera and others, 2015. 
19 Malhotra and Upadhyay, 2013.
20 Kanamori and Pullum, 2013.
21 UNICEF and WHO, 2015. 

Figure 7.1 
Mortality rates due to diarrhoeal diseases among children and older persons,  
by sex in South-East Asia (as defined by WHO), 2000 and 2012 
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Women are more often responsible for water collection 
than men

Women have a higher burden of water collection 
than men in all regions with available data except 
Eastern and Southern Europe and Latin America 
and the Caribbean, where the role of water col-
lection is nearly equally distributed between the 

sexes (figure 7.2). The gender disparities are ap-
parent and are particularly higher in rural than 
in urban areas in sub-Saharan Africa and Asia. 
For example, in sub-Saharan Africa, the person 
usually collecting water is a woman in 65 per cent 
of rural households and a man in 10 per cent of 
households. In urban areas, the corresponding 
proportions are 33 and 10 per cent, respectively. 

Figure 7.2 
Distribution of households by person usually responsible for water collection, by region and by urban and rural 
areas, 2005–2013 (latest available)

In developing countries, when water is not avail-
able on the premises, the time needed to get to 
a water source, collect the water, and return 
home averages 27 minutes in rural areas and 
21 minutes in urban areas.22 Typically, it takes 
more than one trip per day to cover the needs of 
a household. The time burden for water collec-
tion is highest in sub-Saharan Africa, where one 
round trip averages 33 minutes in rural areas and 
25 minutes in urban areas. In Asia, it requires 21 
minutes and 19 minutes, respectively. However, 
in many countries in these two regions the time 
burden is much greater, particularly in rural ar-
eas. In the rural areas of Mauritania, Somalia, 
Tunisia and Yemen, a single trip to collect water 
takes on average more than one hour.23 

The data presented above, available for many 
countries in developing regions, are useful in 
providing an overview of the role of women and 

22 Unweighted averages calculated by the United Nations 
Statistics Division based on data prepared by the WHO/
UNICEF Joint Monitoring Programme for Water Supply 
and Sanitation, 2014a.

23 WHO/UNICEF Joint Monitoring Programme for Water 
Supply and Sanitation, 2014a.

men in water collection and the distance to wa-
ter sources. Still, they offer only a basic measure 
of women’s and men’s burden, because they do 
not take into account multiple trips to the water 
sources and the involvement of multiple house-
hold members in water collection. When avail-
able, further information from time use surveys 
can show the proportion of women and men ac-
tually involved in water collection and how much 
time they spend during a day on this activity. For 
example, time use data for selected countries in 
sub-Saharan Africa show that the total burden 
of water collection in a population is typically 
much higher for women than men (figure 7.3). 
For instance, in Malawi, daily water collection 
takes an average of 54 minutes of a woman’s time 
and only 6 minutes of a man’s time. In Guinea 
and the United Republic of Tanzania, women 
spend more than 20 minutes per day collecting 
water, while men spend less than 10 minutes. In 
Ghana and South Africa, the time spent on this 
activity is more equitably distributed between 
women and men. 

Source: Computed by United Na-
tions Statistics Division based on 
data prepared by WHO/UNICEF 
Joint Monitoring Programme for 
Water Supply and Sanitation, Data 
on distribution of households by 
sex and age group of person re-
sponsible for water collection, cor-
respondence in September 2014 
(2014b).

Note: Unweighted averages. The 
number in parentheses indicates 
the number of countries averaged. 
Data presented by Millennium De-
velopment Goal (MDG) regions. 
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Children, especially girls, are heavily involved  
in water collection 

The burden of water collection weighs heavily 
on children. The statistics on the usual per-
son collecting water in the household, avail-
able from Multiple Indicator Cluster Surveys 
(MICS) and DHS, presented previously, provide 
only a partial picture. A girl under age 15 is the 
main person collecting water in 4 per cent of all 
households in developing regions, and a boy of 
the same age group is the main water collector 
in 2 per cent of households.24 However, the par-
ticipation of children in water collection is un-
doubtedly much higher. Time use data, although 
available for only a small number of countries, 
illustrate this point. In Ghana, for example, 
about 90 per cent of children aged 10 to 17 par-
ticipate to some degree in water collection.25 In 

24 Unweighted averages calculated by the United Nations 
Statistics Division based on data for 66 developing coun-
tries provided by the WHO/UNICEF Joint Monitoring 
Programme for Water Supply and Sanitation, 2014b.

25 Ghana Statistical Service, 2012. 

Rwanda, over 70 per cent of children aged 6 to 9 
years and over 80 per cent of children aged 10 to 
14 years participate in water collection.26 

The cases of Guinea, Malawi and the United Re-
public of Tanzania show that the average time 
spent by children on water collection is lower 
than the time spent on this activity by adult 
women but higher than that spent by men (figure 
7.4). Girls spend more time than boys on water 
collection, but the gender gap is narrower among 
children than among adults.

Women’s work associated with water collec-
tion, as well as firewood collection discussed in 
the next section, remains undervalued, both at 
the level of national economies and within the 
household. Very few countries include the value 
of water and firewood collection when comput-
ing their gross domestic product.27 Within the 
household, because water and firewood collection 
is not an income-earning or profit-generating ac-
tivity, this type of work is rendered invisible. As 
a result, women’s contribution to the economy 
and to a household’s well-being remains largely 
unrecognized and their economic independence 
and power of decision-making limited. 

2. Access to modern energy services 

Access to modern energy services, including 
electricity and clean, modern cooking solutions, 
is essential to the achievement of sustainable 
development in developing countries, including 
to the achievement of a range of social and eco-
nomic goals relating to poverty, health, educa-
tion, equality and environmental sustainability.28 

Electricity

Electricity affects the quality of life in many 
ways—for both women and men. Electricity fa-
cilitates learning and access to information and 
technology, and can reduce workload burdens 
associated with cooking, cleaning, fuelwood 
collection and the need to make daily food pur-
chases due to the lack of refrigeration.29 These 
time-consuming tasks tend to be performed 
more often by women than men (see Chapter 4 
on Work). Modern appliances powered by elec-

26 National Institute of Statistics of Rwanda, DFID and UN 
Rwanda, 2012. 

27 Budlender and others, 2010. 
28 International Energy Agency, 2014. 
29 Köhlin and others, 2011.

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

Malawi
(2005)

Ghana
(2009)

Guinea
(2003)

United 
Republic

of Tanzania (2006)

South Africa
(2010)

M
in

ut
es

 p
er

 d
ay

MenWomen

Figure 7.3 
Average time spent on water collection, by sex in selected sub-Saharan African countries

Source: Compiled by the Unit-
ed Nations Statistics Division from 
Fontana and Natali, Gendered Pat-
terns of Time Use in Tanzania: Pub-
lic Investment in Infrastructure Can 
Help (2008); Ghana Statistical Ser-
vice, How Ghanaian Women and 
Men Spend their Time. Ghana Time 
Use Survey 2009 (2012); Statistics 
South Africa, A Survey on Time Use 
2010 (2013); and World Bank, Gen-
der, Time Use and Poverty in Sub-Sa-
haran Africa (2006).

Note: Average time burden in the 
population is calculated by taking 
into account, in the denominator, 
those involved in water collection 
as well as those not involved. Data 
may not be comparable across 
countries since the data collection 
methods may differ.
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Figure 7.4 
Average time spent on water collection among children and adults, by sex  
in selected sub-Saharan African countries

Source: Compiled by the Unit-
ed Nations Statistics Division from 
World Bank, Gender, Time Use 
and Poverty in Sub-Saharan Afri-
ca (2006) and Fontana and Natali, 
Gendered Patterns of Time Use in 
Tanzania: Public Investment in In-
frastructure Can Help (2008). 

Note: Data on children refer to 
the age group 5–14 years for Ma-
lawi and the United Republic of 
Tanzania and 6–14 years for Guin-
ea. Average time burden in the 
population is calculated by taking 
into account, in the denominator, 
those involved in water collection 
as well as those not involved. Data 
may not be comparable across 
countries since the data collection 
methods may differ.
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tricity, such as stoves and microwave ovens, can 
also reduce the harmful effects of smoke, par-
ticularly on women and children, from burning 
solid fuels (see next section of this chapter). 

Access to electricity increased in many developing regions

Between 1990 and 2010, the proportion of the 
global population with access to electricity in-
creased from 76 to 83 per cent, with an addi-
tional 1.7 billion people gaining the benefits of 
electrification. Currently, the global access defi-
cit stands at 1.2 billion people, with the biggest 
contributor being India, where 306.2 million 
people are without electricity. Access to elec-
tricity in urban areas globally was already high 
in 1990, at 94 per cent, and increased slowly to 
95 per cent by 2010. By comparison, access in 
rural areas increased more steeply, from 61 to 
70 per cent. Currently, 85 per cent of those with-
out electricity are rural dwellers. 30 

Great improvements were noted in some devel-
oping regions (figure 7.5), including Northern 
Africa, South-Eastern Asia and Southern Asia. 
In stark contrast, access to electricity in Oce-
ania and sub-Saharan Africa remains very low 
after two decades of slow progress. In 2010 in 
Oceania, only 25 per cent of the population had 
access to electricity (14 per cent in rural areas 
and 65 per cent in urban areas). In sub-Saharan 
Africa, 32 per cent of the population had elec-
tricity that year (14 per cent in rural areas and 
63 per cent in urban areas).31 

Solid fuels used for cooking

Solid fuels for cooking include coal, lignite, 
charcoal, wood, straw and dung. The dominant 
type of fuel used is wood, whether taken from 
dead trees and branches on the ground or from 
trees cut for fuelwood. Burning fuelwood causes 
smoke and solid particulate waste that contami-
nate the air and can cause respiratory problems if 
not vented outside the dwelling, such as through 
a chimney, window or by having the kitchen fire 
outside of living areas. In addition, the need for 
fuelwood increases the work burden of women 
and men and sometimes results in deforestation, 
thereby causing environmental harm.

30 Sustainable Energy for All Initiative, 2013. 
31 Ibid.

Solid fuels continue to be used for cooking in many 
regions and countries

The global proportion of households using 
mainly solid fuels for cooking decreased from 
an estimated 53 per cent in 1990 to 41 per cent in 
2010.32 The number of people using solid fuels re-
mained the same over that period, at around 2.8 
billion. All WHO regions with the highest use 
of solid fuels—Africa, South-East Asia (which 
includes India as the most populous country in 
that region) and the Western Pacific (which in-
cludes China as the most populous country in 
that region)—showed declining trends in the 
proportion of households using such fuels, but 
mixed trends in the number of people exposed 
to their harmful effects. In Africa, the proportion 
of households using solid fuels declined from 
82 per cent in 1990 to 77 per cent in 2010. The 
estimated number of persons using solid fuels in 
the region increased from 413 million in 1990 
to 646 million in 2010 as a result of population 
growth that outpaced improvements in access to 
clean energy. South-East Asia showed a substan-
tial decrease in the proportion of the population 
using solid fuels for cooking (from 83 per cent 
to 61 per cent), while the overall number of peo-
ple exposed to their harmful effects remained at 
around 1.1 billion. The Western Pacific region 
showed a significant decline in both absolute 
and relative terms. The proportion of households 
using solid fuels declined from 66 to 46 per cent 
and the population exposed to the risk declined 
from 865 to 739 million. 

32 Bonjour and others, 2013.

Figure 7.5 
Proportion of the population with access to electricity, 1990 and 2010

Source: Sustainable Energy for 
All Initiative, 2013. Global Track-
ing Framework, Data annex, www.
se 4 al l .org/track ing - progress/ 
(2013).

Note: Access to electricity is de-
fined as the availability of an elec-
trical connection at home or the 
use of electricity as the primary 
source for lighting. 0
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Within developing regions, the current use 
of solid fuels for cooking varies widely across 
countries and by urban and rural areas. Solid 
fuels are the main type of fuel used in rural ar-
eas in all countries with available data in sub-
Saharan Africa, more than half of countries in 
Asia, and in some countries in Latin America 
and the Caribbean. By comparison, solid fuels 
are less used in urban areas. Yet, in sub-Saharan 
Africa, the majority of urban households in 22 
out of 32 countries with data use solid fuels for 
cooking. In urban areas in other developing re-
gions, solid fuels are seldom used as the main 
type of fuel. Some exceptions include Haiti (in 
Latin America and the Caribbean) and Timor-
Leste (in Asia).33 

The health burden

Exposure to household air pollution is a major 
health risk.34 The level of household pollution 
varies by type of fuel used, from practically 
none when electricity is available, to medium 
for natural gas and liquid fuels such as kerosene 
and liquid petroleum gas, to a high level when 
solid fuels are used. Among the solid fuels, bio-
mass fuels—such as animal dung, crop residues 
and wood—produce the highest levels of pollut-
ants, followed by coal and charcoal. The use of 
solid fuels for cooking, particularly indoors on 
an open fire or on simple traditional stoves, in-
creases the exposure of household members to 
substantial amounts of pollutants with health-
damaging potential, including particulate mat-
ter, carbon monoxide, nitrogen oxide, sulphur 
oxide and benzene.35 Household use of solid fu-
els also contributes to ambient (outdoor) air pol-
lution, particularly in regions with high use.36 

Household air pollution is a major cause of disease

Women and men exposed to smoke from solid 
fuels have an increased risk of developing acute 
lower respiratory infections, chronic obstructive 
pulmonary disease (COPD) and lung cancer. Air 
pollution has also been linked to increased risk 

33 Data based on ICF International, DHS Program STAT 
Compiler, www.statcompiler.com/ (accessed March 
2015). Data shown in Statistical Annex, http://unstats.
un.org/unsd/gender/worldswomen.html.

34 WHO, 2006.
35 Ibid.
36 Bonjour and others, 2013.

for stroke and ischaemic heart disease. House-
hold air pollution from using solid fuels is one of 
the main causes of disease globally, resulting in 
an estimated 4.3 million premature deaths37 in 
2012.38 About a third (34 per cent) of these deaths 
were due to strokes, 26  per  cent to ischaemic 
heart disease, 22 per cent to COPD, 12 per cent 
to acute lower respiratory disease, and 6 per cent 
to lung cancer.39 

Women in developing countries are more ex-
posed than men to smoke from solid fuels. 
Women spend more time than men cooking and 
thus they are more often exposed to episodes of 
high-intensity pollution;40 women also spend 
more time than men indoors,41 taking care of 
children and domestic chores (as discussed in 
Chapter 4 on Work). Consequently, women 
have a higher relative risk than men of develop-
ing adverse health outcomes due to exposure to 
smoke from solid fuels, including an estimated 
21  per  cent higher relative risk of COPD and 
lung cancer.42 The relative risks for developing 
stroke and ischemic heart disease are similar for 
women and men.

The work burden

Dependency on firewood for cooking and heat-
ing creates a high work burden for women and 
men. Available time use data show that in some 
countries women spend more time than men 
collecting firewood, while in others men spend 
more time (figure 7.6). In Guinea, Lao People’s 
Democratic Republic and Malawi, for example, 
women are disproportionately burdened. In 
Malawi, women spend an average of 19 minutes 
each day collecting firewood compared to only 
3 minutes spent by men. By contrast, in Ghana, 
men spend 42 minutes per day compared to 25 
minutes spent by women.

37 WHO, 2014a. This figure is much higher than previous 
estimates, primarily due to the inclusion of new diseases, 
such as cardiovascular diseases.

38 Globally, 7 million deaths were attributable to the joint 
effects of household (HAP) and ambient air pollution 
(AAP) in 2012 (WHO, 2014a).

39 WHO, 2014a.
40 Ezzati and Kammen, 2002.
41 See for example Dasgupta and others, 2006.
42 WHO, 2014a.
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3. Extreme climate events and disasters

Disasters caused by weather-, climate- and wa-
ter-related hazards are on the rise worldwide.43 
The Fifth Assessment Report of the Intergovern-
mental Panel on Climate Change confirmed that 
rising atmospheric concentrations of greenhouse 
gases have already changed weather patterns 
and the global water cycle. Both developed and 
developing countries are bearing the burden of 
repeated floods, droughts, temperature extremes 
and storms, but developing countries and the 
poor remain most vulnerable. It is predicted that 
climate change will further impact human lives 
and well-being as these extreme weather events 
grow in frequency and intensity.44

Natural disasters have different effects on 
women, men, girls and boys. Limited evidence 
presented in the next sections suggests that age, 
sex and differences in gender roles all affect 
mortality rates due to natural disasters. Gender 
roles and norms also play an important role in 
the aftermath of disasters, including in terms of 
access to livelihoods and participation in recon-

43 United Nations Environment Programme, 2012. 
44 Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, 2014.

struction efforts. For example, gender roles and 
norms may limit the capacities and resources 
of women and girls to respond with resilience 
and to be in charge of their own futures, with 
consequential effects throughout entire families 
and communities. In addition, the likelihood of 
violence against women, an expression of the un-
equal power relationships between women and 
men, can increase as property and livelihoods 
are lost and as services and formal and informal 
protection mechanisms are disrupted.45 

Yet, the systematic collection and compilation 
of statistics on gender and natural disasters that 
would indicate the scope and patterns of these 
specific impacts are lacking at the international 
level. Some of the constraints to such data col-
lection include the complexity of post-disaster 
settings and the absence of standardized defi-
nitions and methodological tools for data col-
lection.46 Data and adequate gender analyses 
are also largely absent in research journals and 
publications of international agencies involved 
in providing humanitarian aid in crises related 
to natural disasters. A recent review47 of these 
sources showed that data disaggregated by sex 
were available for only eight disasters or groups of 
disasters since 1988 in developing countries that 
were not members of the Organisation for Eco-
nomic Co-operation and Development (OECD). 
The review also revealed a number of accounts 
of women being disproportionately affected rela-
tive to men during disasters, but these were based 
almost exclusively on qualitative data. Further-
more, some of the few data-based materials used 
were flawed by gender bias in reporting, method-
ological errors, and mixing of information based 
on different definitions and indicators. Thus, in a 
world that expects an increase in extreme weather 
events, the lack of adequate gender statistics and 
analyses continues to undermine efforts to reduce 
disaster risk and increase the effectiveness of hu-
manitarian responses.48 

Mortality

The lives of thousands of women and men are 
lost worldwide each year as a result of natural 
disasters. Between 1995 and 2014, an estimated 
241,400 deaths occurred as a result of storms 

45 United Nations Economic and Social Council, 2013. 
46 Tschoegl, Below and Guha-Sapir, 2006; Guha-Sapir and 

Below, 2002.
47 Eklund and Tellier, 2012. 
48 United Nations Economic and Social Council, 2013. 

Figure 7.6 
Average time spent collecting firewood, by sex, 
selected developing countries

Source: Compiled by the United Nations Statistics Division from Fon-
tana and Natali, Gendered Patterns of Time Use in Tanzania: Public In-
vestment in Infrastructure Can Help (2008); Ghana Statistical Service, 
How Ghanaian Women and Men Spend their Time. Ghana Time Use Sur-
vey 2009 (2012); Government of Pakistan, Federal Bureau of Statistics, 
Time Use Survey 2007 (2009); National Statistical Centre of Lao People’s 
Democratic Republic, Social and Economic Indicators. Lao Expenditure 
and Consumption Survey 2002/03 (2004) Statistics South Africa, A Sur-
vey on Time Use 2010 (2013); and World Bank, Gender, Time Use and Pov-
erty in Sub-Saharan Africa (2006).

Note: Average time burden in the population is calculated by tak-
ing into account, in the denominator, those involved and not involved 
in firewood collection. Data may not be comparable across countries 
since data collection methods may vary.
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or tropical cyclones, 158,700 due to extreme 
temperatures, 154,000 to floods, and 22,500 to 
droughts. In addition, 746,800 lives were lost as 
a result of earthquakes.49 

Age, sex and differences in gender roles and norms are 
significant factors in mortality due to natural disasters

Mortality differences by sex vary from one coun-
try to another and by type of hazard. For exam-
ple, in Myanmar, women and girls represented 
61  per  cent of the 85,000 deaths and 53,000 
people missing after the 2008 cyclone.50 In Sri 
Lanka, women, children and older persons rep-
resented the majority of casualties in the 2004 
tsunami. Out of the more than 13,000 dead and 
missing persons estimated by the post-tsunami 
census conducted in Sri Lanka, 65 per cent were 
women.51 The share of female deaths was highest 
among those aged 19 to 29, at 79 per cent. Female 
deaths outnumbered male deaths in other coun-
tries hit hard by the 2004 tsunami, including 
several sites in Indonesia and India.52 Another 
finding that cuts across affected countries is that 
children and older adults died in greater propor-
tions than adults in their prime age.53

The explanations of the differences between fe-
male and male mortality during the 2004 tsu-
nami have been formulated mainly in terms of 
gender. Women’s and girls’ higher vulnerability 
was associated with lower access to information, 
the lack of life skills such as swimming ability, 
constrained mobility outside their home, and 
the increased vulnerability of women staying 
home with children at the time of the sea-level 
rise.54 Gender differences were not the only 
factor. The physiological attributes of females 
and males at different ages have a substantial 
impact on vulnerability during tsunamis. For 
example, a quantitative assessment of sex and 
age differences in mortality based on a longi-
tudinal survey before and after the tsunami in 
Indonesia showed that some of the explanation 
lies in differences in physical strength, stamina 

49 Computed by the United Nations Statistics Division 
based on data from the Centre for Research on the Epide-
miology of Disasters (CRED) and Université Catholique 
de Louvain, 2015.

50 Myanmar Government, Association of Southeast Asian 
Nations and United Nations, 2008.

51 Sri Lanka Department of Census and Statistics, 2005. 
52 Oxfam International, 2005.
53 Frankenberg and others, 2011. 
54 Oxfam International, 2005.

and running and swimming ability.55 Overall, 
prime-age males were the most likely to survive 
the tsunami because they were the strongest. 
Their presence in the household at the time of 
tsunami also had a protective effect on the sur-
vival of wives and children. 56 

A different sex and age pattern of mortality 
emerged in the 2011 earthquake and tsunami in 
Japan. In 2011, when the Great East Japan Earth-
quake and subsequent tsunami hit the northeast 
coast of Japan, 8,363 female deaths and 7,360 
male deaths were recorded in the prefectures 
hardest hit.57 The most affected were older per-
sons (figure 7.7). The numbers of female and 
male casualties were similar among children and 
young adults. At age 70 and above, nearly 1,000 
more women than men died. This was higher 
than expected based on the sex distribution in 
the older population.58 

Figure 7.7 
Deaths due to the 2011 East Japan Earthquake and 
tsunami by age and sex, Japan

Source: Government of Japan, Disaster prevention and reconstruc-
tion from a gender equal society perspective. Lessons from the Great 
East Japan Earthquake (2012). 

Note: Data refer to the worst-affected prefectures, including Iwate, 
Miyagi and Fukushima. 

55 Frankenberg and others, 2011. 
56 Ibid.
57 Iwate, Miyagi and Fukushima prefectures.
58 Government of Japan, 2012. 
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In the United States of America, however, more 
men than women have died as a result of natural 
hazards, suggesting that men are more inclined to 
risk-taking or more involved in activities that put 
them at risk. During 2004–2013, 3,777 males and 
2,211 females died as a result of natural hazards. 

The leading natural hazards in terms of fatal-
ity were heatwaves, tornados, hurricanes and 
f loods.59 Male deaths outnumbered female 
deaths in all major categories of natural hazards 
and at almost all age categories. The exceptions 
were persons over 80 years (figure 7.8). 

Men also accounted for the majority of deaths due 
to meteorological disasters (storms, cold weather, 
floods, typhoons and lightning) in the Repub-
lic of Korea between 1990 and 2008. For men, 
most deaths occurred outdoors, whereas most 
women died in residential areas. Men accounted 
for more than half of deaths due to drowning in 
a river (61 per cent), sea (66 per cent) and in a 
sunken vessel (97 per cent). Women accounted 
for more than half of deaths due to structural 
collapse (52 per cent) and drowning in a sub-
merged house (56 per cent).60 Another example 
of where more adult men than adult women died 
as a result of natural disasters was the 1999 floods 
in Hunan province, China.61

Older persons, especially women in some settings, are 
most vulnerable to heatwaves 

Older persons are among those most vulnerable 
to heatwaves,62 an increasingly relevant issue 
since all countries show a rise in the proportion 
of older persons in the population (see Chapter 1 
on Population and families). A review of research 
studies63 showed that deaths due to cardiovas-
cular and respiratory conditions were consist-
ently reported as having increased, along with 
respiratory admissions to hospitals among older 
persons during hot days and heatwaves.64 Both 
biological and social factors explain this suscep-
tibility to high temperatures. Biologically, the 
body’s responses to the environment deteriorate 
with ageing. In addition, both thermoregulation 
and risk perception can be altered by the use 

59 USA National Weather Service, 2015. 
60 Myung and Jang, 2011. 
61 Eklund and Tellier, 2012. 
62 Åström, Forsberg and Rocklöv, 2011. 
63 Articles published in English in PubMed between 2008 

and 2010.
64 Åström, Forsberg and Rocklöv, 2011. 
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Figure 7.8 
Total number of deaths due to natural hazards, by sex and age group, United States of 
America, 2004–2013

Source: USA National Weather Service, Natural hazards statistics. National Oceanic and Atmospheric Adminis-
tration (NOAA), http://www.nws.noaa.gov/om/hazstats.shtml (accessed March 2015).

of medications or by dementia. Socially, living 
alone (as many older women in developed coun-
tries do) may also contribute to the susceptibil-
ity of older persons to heat, especially when con-
fined to bed or not taking steps to avoid the heat 
and to increase cooling and hydration.65 
Older women were significantly worse off dur-
ing heatwaves in various sites, including during 
the 2003 summer heatwave in Europe, heatwaves 
that occurred between 1995 and 2006 in Australia 
and in 2003 in the city of Shanghai, in China.66 
For example, the excess mortality due to the 2003 
summer heatwave in Europe was higher for older 
persons and women. In Rome and Milan, almost 
all excess mortality was among persons aged 75 
and over.67 Nearly three quarters of excess deaths 
were female, largely reflecting the higher share of 
women among the older population. In France, 
the mortality observed during the heatwave was 
70 per cent higher than expected for women and 
40 per cent for men.68 Similarly, in India, a higher 
increase in the mortality of women than men was 
noted during the 2010 heatwave in Ahmedabad 
(in the western state of Gujarat). The average 
number of deaths per day the year before and 
after the heatwave was 63 for men and 42 for 
women. During the heatwave from 19 to 25 May, 
the mortality increased by an additional 53 male 
and 61 female deaths per day.69

65 Ibid. 
66 Ibid. 
67 Michelozzi and others, 2005. 
68 Pirard and others, 2005. 
69 Azhar and others, 2014. 
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Livelihoods and participation in reconstruction 
efforts

Relative to men, women’s capacity to recover af-
ter natural disasters in some countries may be 
more limited due to their lower education lev-
els. Women may also have specific skills that 
confine them to certain occupations that may 
put them at greater risk of unemployment dur-
ing natural disasters or that are less in demand 
during post-disaster reconstruction efforts. For 
example, a study of urban flooding in 2011 in 
Lagos, Nigeria,70 showed that women with low 
social and economic status, but not women in 
general, were most vulnerable. Another study, in 
Sumatra, Indonesia, showed that after the 2004 
tsunami, better educated women and men were 
able to adjust to changes much faster than those 
with little education, perhaps reflecting not only 
differences in skills, but also a greater accumula-
tion of economic and social resources.71 

Women’s access to work in post-disaster settings may be 
more difficult than men’s

Women may face higher barriers than men in ac-
cessing work in post-disaster settings. These in-
clude the increased burden of caring for children 
and family members when public services are 
interrupted. Women may also experience more 
difficulties finding employment when job losses 
occur in those economic sectors and occupations 
where women dominate, and when newly created 
jobs are concentrated in sectors and occupations 
dominated by men.72 For example, in the Canter-
bury region of New Zealand, women’s employ-
ment fell by 10 per cent compared to 7 per cent 
for men after the 2010 and 2011 earthquakes 
and tsunami. The difference was mostly due to 
larger falls in employment in female-dominated 
industries, including retail, hotels and accom-
modation, health care and social assistance. In 
Chile, in regions suffering greater net job losses 
as a result of the 2010 earthquake and tsunami, 
around 46  per  cent of jobs lost were held by 
women, but only 15 per cent of the jobs created 
went to them.73 

In some instances, gender stereotypes were per-
petuated in post-disaster temporary employment 
programmes. In Japan, after the 2011 earthquake 

70 Ajibade, McBean and Bezner-Kerr, 2013. 
71 Frankenberg and others, 2013. 
72 Venn, 2012.
73 Ibid.

and tsunami, men were given the role of clearing 
rubble while women prepared meals at evacua-
tion sites, and while daily allowances were often 
provided for clearing rubble, no such compen-
sation was provided for food preparation.74 In 
Mexico, 70 per cent of the temporary jobs offered 
by federal and local governments after disasters 
in 2004–2005 were assigned to men because the 
work required involved tasks traditionally con-
sidered masculine, such as clearing rubble from 
roads and bridges and constructing houses.75

Nevertheless, issues of gender inequality in par-
ticipation in reconstruction efforts are increas-
ingly recognized. United Nations entities and 
donor and aid-receiving countries are committed 
to mainstreaming gender into humanitarian ac-
tions, including in post-disaster settings. 76 For ex-
ample, nearly three quarters of the 2012 humani-
tarian funding from Germany and Sweden went 
to projects designed to advance gender equality.77 
These types of projects also received nearly three 
quarters of all aid supporting the Typhoon Hai-
yan Strategic Response Plan in the Philippines 
from November 2013 to October 2014.78

Participation in decision-making in post-disaster 
settings

Women are less involved than men in decision-making 
related to recovery efforts and risk reduction strategies in 

some settings

Women may participate less than men in bodies 
involved in post-disaster reconstruction efforts. 
After the 2011 earthquake and tsunami in Japan, 
very few women were involved in running com-
munities, including in local aspects of temporary 
housing. Women represented only 11 per cent of 
the members of local committees working on 
recovery and reconstruction plans in 38 munici-
palities. A total of nine municipal committees 
had no female members. Women were also less 
involved than men in higher-level decision-mak-

74 Government of Japan, 2012. 
75 Castro García and Reyes Zúñiga, 2009. 
76 United Nations Economic and Social Council, 2013. 
77 United Nations Economic and Social Council, 2013. 

Projects designed to advance gender equality include 
humanitarian aid projects coded 2a (the project has the 
potential to contribute significantly to gender equality) 
and 2b (projects with the principal purpose of advancing 
gender equality) on the gender marker scale. 

78 United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humani-
tarian Affairs, 2014. 
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ing. For example, only 9 per cent of the members 
of the Regional Disaster Management Council 
were women. There was only 1 woman among 
the 15 expert members of the Reconstruction 
Design Council; 2 women among the 19 mem-
bers of the Study Group of the Council; and 4 
among the 15 members of the Reconstruction 
Promotion Committee. Women were severely 
underrepresented in the Central Disaster Man-
agement Council itself, which had only 2 women 
among its 27 members.79 

Pre-disaster gender inequalities were also mir-
rored in some of the post-2004 tsunami recovery 
processes in Indonesia and Sri Lanka. In relief 
camps in Aceh, Indonesia, women and girls were 
in charge of organizing meals and taking care 
of children and older family members, but were 
not involved in the governance of the camps 
and were not represented in the negotiation 
processes with aid organizations and govern-
ment institutions that provided supplies. In Sri 
Lanka, women’s participation in recovery plan-
ning and management reached up to 40 per cent 
in some districts in the South, but was less than 
10 per cent in districts in the East where socio-
cultural traditions are more conservative.80

Gender mainstreaming in national disaster 
risk reduction policies and strategies is ongoing 
in only a few countries. For example, in Latin 
America and the Caribbean, only 20 per cent of 
countries reported advances in incorporating 
gender into their disaster risk reduction poli-
cies and strategies; 23 per cent reported having 
adopted measures to incorporate a gender ap-
proach in recovery efforts; and 15 per cent had 
vulnerability and capacity evaluations broken 
down by sex. In terms of normative frameworks, 
only eight countries mentioned integrating gen-
der as a cross-cutting dimension in their national 
policies on disaster risk management, including 
Bolivia, Costa Rica, Honduras, Mexico, Nicara-
gua, Panama, Paraguay and Peru. Women were 
severely underrepresented among decision-mak-
ers in top positions. In the entire region, only 
three women had leadership positions in entities 
in charge of risk management.81

79 Government of Japan, 2012. 
80 Ariyabandu, 2009. 
81 UNDP and UNISDR AM, 2013.

B. Involvement of women  
and men in the management  
of the environment

Loss of natural resources and environmental 
degradation are a growing concern worldwide. 
According to The Millennium Development 
Goals Report 2015, the stress on renewable water 
resources is severe in some regions, particularly 
Northern Africa and the Arabian Peninsula in 
Western Asia. In 2014, only 15.2 per cent of ter-
restrial and inland water areas and 8.4 per cent 
of coastal marine areas (up to 200 nautical miles 
from shore) were protected. The annual net loss 
of forests declined from 8.3 million hectares 
worldwide in 1991–2000 to 5.2 million hectares 
in 2001–2010.82 Nevertheless, the loss of these for-
ests continues to threaten biodiversity, increase 
soil erosion and contribute to the high level of 
emissions of carbon into the atmosphere.83 

Emissions of greenhouse gases due to human 
activity, of which carbon dioxide and methane 
are the most significant, are causing climate 
change.84 The world has almost eliminated the 
use of ozone-depleting substances, but global 
emissions of carbon dioxide (CO2) have shown 
an overall upward trend in the past decades and 
are now more than 50 per cent higher than their 
1990 level.85 

Environmental protection, and consequently 
sustainable development, require that both 
women and men are actively involved, includ-
ing through daily activities aimed at preserving 
natural resources and through participation in 
local and high-level environmental decision-
making. Moreover, as emphasized in the 1995 
Beijing Platform for Action, the involvement of 
women in environmental decision-making at all 
levels is a key step to ensuring that women’s is-
sues and gender perspectives on the environment 
are included in policymaking from the local to 
national and global levels.86 

82 United Nations, 2015. 
83 Ibid. 
84 Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, 2014.
85 United Nations, 2015. 
86 United Nations, 1995. 
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1. Individual participation in environmental 
protection activities 

Differences in women’s and men’s participation  
in environmental protection are rooted in gender roles 

and responsibilities

Women’s and men’s involvement in environmen-
tal protection varies widely across countries and 
by type of activity.87 Recycling is one of the most 
widespread activity. Taking active steps to sepa-
rate recyclables, such as paper, metal and glass 
from refuse is an easy and effective way to make a 
positive environmental contribution. More people 
are recycling than in the past. For example, in 19 
developed countries with trend data, the average 
proportion of women recycling increased from 
61 per cent in 2000 to 78 per cent in 2010,88 while 
the proportion of men recycling rose from 58 to 
74 per cent. Overall, women are slightly more in-
volved than men, which is somewhat linked to the 
gender division of domestic labour (see Chapter 4 
on Work). A few examples of countries in which 
women are more involved than men in recycling 
include Argentina, Austria, Croatia, the Czech 
Republic, Latvia, Mexico, the Republic of Korea, 
Sweden and the United Kingdom.89

Cutting back on driving to reduce pollution from 
automobile exhaust is another common contribu-
tion to environmental protection. Individual use 
of mass transit, consolidating errands into fewer 
trips, carpooling, and/or substituting biking or 
walking for driving can all be effective means 
for reducing pollution. In 19 developed coun-
tries with available trend data, the proportion of 
women driving less for the purpose of protect-
ing the environment increased from 14 per cent 
in 2000 to 24 per cent in 2010. For men, the in-
crease was from 14 to 20 per cent. In about half 
the countries with available data for 2010, the 
proportion of women cutting back on driving 
was higher than the proportion of men by 5 per-
centage points or more. Japan was the one notable 
exception; there, men cut back on driving more 
than women by 6 percentage points.90 

87 Data on 31 countries based on the ISSP Research Group, 
2012. Data shown in Statistical Annex, http://unstats.
un.org/unsd/gender/worldswomen.html.

88 Unweighted averages computed by United Nations Sta-
tistics Division based on data from the ISSP Research 
Group: International Social Survey Programme.

89 Data for 31 countries based on the ISSP Research Group, 
2012. Data shown in Statistical Annex, http://unstats.
un.org/unsd/gender/worldswomen.html.

90 Ibid.

By comparison, contributing financially to envi-
ronmental causes is adopted in similar propor-
tions by women and men in most countries. A 
notable exception is Finland, where 31 per cent 
of women and 21 per cent of men have contrib-
uted in the past 5 years to an environmental or-
ganization.91 

Differences between women and men in atti-
tudes towards paying higher taxes and paying 
higher prices in order to protect the environment 
vary dramatically from one country to another. 
For example, in Argentina, Germany, Israel, the 
Republic of Korea, the Russian Federation and 
the United Kingdom, the proportion of men 
willing to pay higher prices is higher than the 
proportion of women by 5 percentage points or 
more. However, in Denmark, Finland, New Zea-
land and Norway, the proportion of men is lower 
than the proportion of women by 5 percentage 
points or more. Willingness to pay higher taxes 
for environmental gains is more often reported 
by men than women in a number of countries 
(as in Argentina, Israel, France, Germany, the 
Republic of Korea, Spain, Turkey and the United 
Kingdom), perhaps mirroring men’s greater ac-
cess to income (see Chapter 8 on Poverty). In 
many other countries, women and men have 
similar attitudes, while Denmark and Norway 
are breaking the pattern; in those two countries, 
women’s propensity to pay higher taxes in order 
to protect the environment is higher than men’s 
by 4 and 7 percentage points, respectively.92 

2. Local decision-making on natural resources

Women are often excluded from local decision-
making with regard to natural resources. Low 
participation rates among women in the manage-
ment of local natural resources may be linked to 
gender inequality in roles, responsibilities and 
power, including women’s time constraints, un-
equal domestic work burdens, lack of information, 
lack of support from men, and threats of hostil-
ity or punishment.93 Other factors may also play 
a role. For example, where membership in local 
management groups is restricted to one household 
member, male heads of household may become the 
default representative.94 Moreover, even if women 

91 Ibid.
92 Data based on the ISSP Research Group, 2012. Data 

shown in Statistical Annex, http://unstats.un.org/unsd/
gender/worldswomen.html.

93 See, for example, Mairena and others, 2012.
94 Agarwal, 2001.
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are members of local management groups, their 
opinions may not be given the same weight as 
those of men, or may be discouraged altogether.95 

In some cases, women in local management 
of natural resources are able to bring positive 
changes; in others, however, they continue to 
face challenges. For example, some case studies 
in India and Nepal showed that greater partici-
pation by women in forest governance can foster 
more equitable distribution practices for forest 
access and goods, greater influence over funding 
allocations for women, stronger efforts to over-
come fuel shortages, and improved conservation 
practices and resource regeneration.96 However, 
other studies, in Bolivia, Kenya, Mexico and 
Uganda showed that forest user groups with 
higher participation of women tended to be less 
effective due to women’s lower access to technol-
ogy, labour constraints and limited authority.97 

Women are underrepresented in local management of forests

Women participate far less than men in for-
mal forest user groups. Their low participation 
in forest management, illustrated previously in 
research literature analysing results from quali-
tative and small quantitative case studies in 
developing countries, has been confirmed by a 
comparative multi-country study98 conducted in 
2005–2008 in 24 developing countries covering 
the major tropical forest regions of Africa, Asia, 
and Latin America and the Caribbean.99 Gender 
parity in local forest governance is far from be-
ing achieved in each of the three regions covered 
(figure 7.9). The study also showed that in about 
half the sites covered by the study, women were 
not involved at all in forest user groups. 

While low participation of women is often con-
sidered in the context of developing countries, 
this is also an issue in developed countries such 
as Canada, where women have been shown to 
be underrepresented in forest governance. For 
example, a 2006 national survey of public advi-
sory committees revealed that only 17 per cent of 
committee members were women.100

  95 Ibid.
  96  Agarwal, 2001; Agarwal, 2009a; Agarwal, 2009b; 

Agrawal and others, 2006; Agrawal and Chhatre, 2006.
  97 Mwangi, Meinzen-Dick and Sun, 2011.
  98  The study was developed under the framework of the 

Poverty Environment Network, a project of the Center 
for International Forestry Research.

  99 Sunderland and others, 2014.
100 Reed, 2010.

3. High-level environmental decision-making

Women hold fewer positions of power and decision-
making related to the environment than men 

As shown in Chapter 5 on Power and decision-
making, women still hold a minority of decision-
making positions in most public and private 
institutions. This is also the case when it comes 
to environment-related institutions. Women are 
underrepresented in the workforce and man-
agement of environment-related institutions, 
as illustrated by a 2013 global survey101 of Na-
tional Meteorological and Hydrological Services 
(NMHS) of member countries of the World Me-
teorological Organization (WMO). Globally in 
2013, women represented 33 per cent of the global 
workforce and 19 per cent of the senior manage-
ment in NMHS. Gender parity was far from be-
ing achieved even among new staff. Women rep-
resented 39 per cent of the NMHS staff recruited 
in 2012.102 This was the result of a small pool of 
women interested and educated in meteorologi-
cal and hydrological services, as well as policies 
and practices in staff recruitment that perpetuate 
gender imbalances in the workforce and manage-
ment. As at 2013, only 41 per cent of WMO mem-
bers had implemented an action plan for gender 
mainstreaming in the NMHS, and 48 per cent 
had human resources policies that promoted 
gender equality and the empowerment of women.

Moreover, women hold only a few political and 
non-political decision-making positions in gov-

101 The survey covered 83 member countries of the World 
Meteorological Organization (WMO) (43 per cent of all 
WMO member countries).

102 World Meteorological Organization, 2013. 

Figure 7.9 
Distribution of households by sex of the household member participating in forest 
user groups, by region, 2005–2008

Source: Adapted from Sunder-
land and others. Challenging per-
ceptions about men, women, and 
forest product use: a global com-
parative study, World Development 
(2014).

Note: Data based on 24 devel-
oping countries covering the ma-
jor tropical forest regions in Afri-
ca, Asia, and Latin America and the 
Caribbean. Only households with 
at least one member in a forest user 
groups were taken into account.
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ernment ministries related to the environment. 
In Europe, for example, women are underrep-
resented among ministers of environment, cli-
mate change, transport and energy in ministries 
or departments of national governments.103 As 
at December 2014, the average share of women 
was 28 per cent among senior ministers104 and 
27 per cent among junior ministers related to the 
environment.105 Women were also underrepre-
sented among senior non-political administra-
tive positions within environment-related min-
istries; 30 per cent among level-1 administrators 
and 38 per cent among level-2 administrators.

Finally, less women than men represent their 
governments at the international level. For in-
stance, the current composition by sex of delega-
tions to meetings of parties to the United Nations

103 European Commission, 2015. 
104 Members of the government who have a seat on the 

cabinet or council of ministers.
105 Members of the government who do not have a seat on 

the cabinet.

Framework Convention on Climate Change 
(UNFCCC) 106 and its Kyoto Protocol, and of 
UNFCCC boards and bodies remains inequitable 
overall. In 2013, women represented 36 per cent 
of delegates to the nineteenth session of the Con-
ference of the Parties, the highest political deci-
sion-making body of the Convention. The Bureau 
of the Conference included three women among 
its 11 members.107 Women were also underrep-
resented (27 per cent) among the officers elected 
to the bodies established under the Convention 
and its Kyoto Protocol to provide scientific and 
technological advice and support to the Confer-
ence. In only three out of 12 bodies was women’s 
representation higher than 40 per cent.108 

106 The United Nations Framework Convention on Climate 
Change is an international treaty that provides a frame-
work for the 195 parties to work together to consider 
what can be done to limit average global temperature 
increases resulting in climate change and to cope with 
its impact.

107 United Nations Framework Convention on Climate 
Change, 2014. 

108 Ibid.
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Chapter 8

Poverty

Introduction

A life free from poverty and hunger is a funda-
mental human right. As stated in the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights, adopted by the 
United Nations General Assembly in 1948, eve-
ryone has the right to a standard of living ad-
equate for health and well-being, including food, 
clothing, housing and medical care and neces-
sary social services. However, the eradication of 
poverty - an essential requirement for sustain-
able development1 and the central focus of the 
2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development - re-
mains one of the greatest challenges facing the 
world today. 

This chapter analyses the economic dimensions 
of poverty from a gender and life-cycle perspec-
tive. The first part takes into account household-
level data on poverty. It shows that in both de-
veloped and developing countries working-age 
women are more likely than men to be poor 
when they have dependent children and no 
partner to contribute to the household income. 

1 United Nations, 2012, para 2.

At older ages, women in developed countries 
are more likely than men to be poor, particu-
larly when living in one-person households. The 
difference in poverty rates between women and 
men, including among lone parents with de-
pendent children and among older persons, is 
narrowing slightly in some countries while per-
sisting in others. In the second part of the chap-
ter, the focus of the analysis shifts to women’s 
economic dependency on men as reflected by 
individual-level indicators of access to economic 
resources. It shows that, in developing regions, 
women’s access to own cash labour income and 
financial services is systematically low. Existing 
statutory and customary laws continue to re-
strict women’s access to land and other assets, 
and women’s control over household economic 
resources remains limited.

Key findings

•	 Non-partnered women with children in developed and developing regions and older women in one-person 
households in developed regions have higher poverty rates than men with the same characteristics. 

•	 Women’s access to their own cash labour income remains low in developing regions, particularly in sub-
Saharan Africa; and the gap between women and men in this regard is large in both urban and rural areas.

•	 Many women are excluded from economic decision-making within their own households. On average 1 in 
3 married women in developing countries have no say about major household purchases, and 1 in 10 are 
not consulted on how their own cash earnings are spent.

•	 The use of formal financial services is lower for women than men in all regions of the world; globally, 47 
per cent of women have an individual or joint account at a formal financial institution compared to 55 per 
cent of men, with wider gaps in some countries in the Middle East and North Africa and in Southern Asia.

•	 The number of countries with unequal property and inheritance rights for women and men overall declined; 
however, in nearly a third of developing countries, laws do not guarantee the same inheritance rights for 
women and men, and in an additional half of countries discriminatory customary practices against women 
persist.
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Box 8.1 
Gaps in gender statistics on poverty

Poverty remains one of the most problematic areas 
of statistics in general, and for gender statistics in 
particular. Household-level data on poverty, meas-
ured traditionally based on either household income 
or consumption, are absent for more than a third of 
developing countries.a This is without taking into ac-
count any disaggregation of data from a gender per-
spective. In addition, the comparability of statistics 
across countries and over time, continues to be ham-
pered by a lack of harmonization in measurement, 
including in terms of poverty lines, the calculation of 
income or consumption aggregates, the equivalent 
scales to adjust for differences in age and sex composi-
tion of households and prices to adjust for differences 
in the cost of living.b 

Household-level poverty data are underutilized  
from a gender perspective

Poverty data disaggregated from a gender perspec-
tive are not produced regularly by countries around 
the world and are not systematically compiled at the 
global level. However, some progress has been made 
in the availability of statistics on gender and poverty, 
driven by a few initiatives at the regional level. Data 
on poverty and gender are estimated or compiled 
systematically by regional agencies in Europe and in 
Latin America and the Caribbean. For the other re-
gions, additional data are provided in national poverty 
reports by a small number of countries, available for ad 
hoc compilation, as was done for this report. The total 
number of countries with any poverty statistics disag-
gregated by sex between 2000 and 2014 and available 
for use in this report is 78. Among these, 34 are Euro-
pean and other developed countries. Among develop-
ing countries with available data, 23 are in Africa, 16 in 
Latin America and the Caribbean, and 5 in Asia. 

Data disaggregated only by the sex of household 
members or head of household have limited value 
in capturing the gender dimensions of poverty.c As 
shown in this chapter, more detailed disaggregations 
are needed, including by the sex, age, and other de-
mographic and social characteristics of all household 
members, and by types of households (or living ar-
rangements), taking into account the composition of 
those households. However, such expanded disaggre-
gated data remain largely unavailable in sub-Saharan 
Africa (where poverty is increasingly concentrated), 
Asia and Oceania.

Generating adequate poverty counts for women  
and men remains challenging due to unaccounted 

intra-household inequality

One major limitation of using household-level pov-
erty data from a gender perspective is the lack of in-
formation on inequality in the consumption of goods 
and services among various household members. 

The household-level approach assumes that all indi-
vidual incomes are pooled together, the resources are 
shared equitably, and all household members enjoy 
the same level of well-being. Existing data on intra-
household sharing of resources suggest that income 
is most often pooled together within the household, 
but not always,d and the allocation of expenditures 
may reflect a gender dimension. Systematic na-
tional statistics are missing on this topic, and some 
of the statistical evidence on discrimination against 
women and girls is inconclusivee and dependent on 
the statistical methods used.f Research has shown, 
however, that in some specific settings, particularly in 
the context of limited economic resources, inequal-
ity in the distribution of resources among girls and 
boys is evident, especially when it comes to private 
education, time devoted to child care, and access to 
health services.g 

Standard household-level measures of poverty do 
not take into account inequality within the household 
because it is difficult to know how household income/
expenditure is distributed to each household member, 
particularly when it comes to common goods such as 
food, housing, water supply or sanitation. In addition, 
when different patterns of consumption are observed, 
it is not always clear if they are related to different levels 
of individual biological need, to different preferences 
or to the unequal distribution of resources. 

Based on household-level measures, if in the same 
household women consume or spend less than is 
needed to function properly physically and socially, 
while men consume what is needed or more, both 
are still considered to have the same poverty status, 
either poor or non-poor, depending on the average 
consumption estimated at the household level. In 
countries where women have a lower status than men 
and unequal access to resources within the household, 
the simple disaggregation of poverty counts by sex will 
lead to underestimated gender gaps in poverty, be-
cause additional poor women might be found in some 
non-poor households.

Currently, there is no single straightforward measure 
of poverty from a gender perspective, and no single in-
ternationally agreed-upon indicator that can give more 
meaningful poverty counts for women and men. That 
would require taking into account intra-household in-
equality, including through the use of some individual-
level indicators on selected dimensions of poverty (see 
box 8.2 on multidimensional poverty). Nevertheless, 
recent methodological developments suggest a shift 
in thinking on poverty and gender from a perspec-
tive focused on the household as an economic unit, 
to women and men with individual agency (capacity 
for individualized choice or action) and specific con-
straints, needs and preferences. This would include 
the measurement, at the individual level, of asset own-
ership (see box 8.5); individual experience of food in-
security (see box 8.4); and individual access to formal 
financial services (section B.2).

a United Nations, 2014b.
b World Bank, 2015.
c United Nations, 2015a.
d European Commission, 

2013.
e  Duflo, 2012.
f See, for example, Zimmer-

mann, 2012.
g See for example, Koohi-

Kamali, 2008; Barcellos, 
Carvalho and Lleras-Muney, 
2014; Fuwa and others, 
2006; Parpiev and others, 
2012 ; Gong, van Soest and 
Zhang, 2005; Azam and 
Kingdon, 2013; Duflo, 2012; 
Doss, 2013.
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A. Household-level income/
consumption poverty 

Globally, the number of people in extreme pov-
erty living on less than $1.25 a day2 fell from 1.9 
billion in 1990 to 1 billion in 2011.3 The propor-
tion of the global population living in extreme 
poverty (which is referred to as the rate of extreme 
poverty) fell during the same period from 36 to 15 
per cent at the global level and from 47 to 18 per 
cent in developing regions. A further reduction 
in poverty is projected by 2015, including a drop 
in the number of people in extreme poverty by 
another 175 million. This would place the extreme 
poverty rate in 2015 at 12 per cent globally, and at 
14 per cent in developing regions.4

Progress in poverty reduction has been uneven. 
The largest reductions were observed in East-
ern and South-Eastern Asia. Progress was more 
modest in other regions of the developing world. 
The poverty rate in sub-Saharan Africa, in par-
ticular, declined slowly over the period, from 57 
per cent in 1990 to 47 per cent in 2011. However, 
the number of extremely poor in that region 
increased 1.4 times as a result of a population 
growth rate that exceeded the rate of poverty re-
duction. Indeed, sub-Saharan Africa has become 
the largest contributor to the global number of 
extremely poor (41 per cent in 2011), recently 
surpassing Southern Asia.5 
While estimates of poverty rates6 and the num-
ber of poor people are available for the major-
ity of countries, based either on international 
or national poverty lines, gender differences in 
poverty are not as easily captured through sta-
tistics. As discussed in box 8.1, poverty is tra-
ditionally measured on the basis of income and 
expenditure aggregated at the household level. 
Household-level data on poverty can be attrib-
uted to all members of a household at the analy-
sis stage, thus enabling the calculation of poverty 
rates and counts disaggregated by sex and other 
characteristics of the household members. While 

2 The $1.25 a day poverty line is at 2005 purchasing power 
parity (PPP) prices, and represents the average of the na-
tional poverty lines of the 15 poorest developing countries 
in the same year.

3 United Nations, 2015b.
4 Ibid.
5 The World Bank and the International Monetary Fund, 2015.
6 The poverty rate (or poverty incidence or headcount in-

dex) is the proportion of the population living in house-
holds with income or consumption expenditures below 
the poverty line. A poverty line may be internationally 
defined in terms of a single global standard, such as that 
set by the World Bank of $1.25 per day for extreme pov-
erty, or it may be country-specific. It also may refer to an 
absolute or a relative standard.

such data do not take into account the inequal-
ity between women and men within households, 
they can show whether there are gaps in poverty 
rates between women and men due to differences 
in living arrangements. That is, they take into ac-
count inequality between households. 
Differences in poverty rates between women and 
men are more evident when focusing on popula-
tion subgroups by selected age groups or other 
demographic characteristics associated with spe-
cific living arrangements, such as marital status, 
as will be shown in the next sub-section. How-
ever, when all ages or other characteristics are 
combined (averaged) and poverty data are disag-
gregated only by the sex of household members, 
very little of the gender dimension of poverty 
is revealed. Female and male poverty rates are 
similar in most countries with data available, 
while slightly higher for women than men in a 
few countries, mainly from developed regions.7 

1. Poverty across age groups

A focus on stages of life cycle and living arrange-
ments, as captured by data disaggregated by age 
and marital status of adult8 household members, 
reveals more meaningful gender differences in 
poverty. These differences in poverty rates be-
tween women and men may vary across countries 
depending on gender differences in living arrange-
ments and specific country contexts. Such contexts 
include different access for women and men to la-
bour market income and the various components 
of the welfare/social protection systems.9 
In European countries, for example, large dif-
ferences in poverty rates between women and 
men are found among the older age groups and 
to a lesser extent in young adulthood (figure 8.1), 
when women and men more often live without a 
partner as widowed, divorced/separated or never 
married persons. At age 65 and over, women are 
at a higher risk of poverty than men in most 
European countries. Between ages 18 to 24, the 
gender difference in poverty rates, most often to 
the disadvantage of women, is noticeable only in 
a smaller number of countries. 

7 Data compiled by the United Nations Statistics Division (as 
at April 2014). Data shown in the Statistical Annex available 
at http://unstats.un.org/unsd/gender/worldswomen.html.

8 There are no significant differences in the living arrangement 
of girls and boys (younger than 15), as shown in Chapter 1 
on Population and families. Therefore, the child poverty 
rates (without taking into account intrahousehold inequal-
ity) are similar between the two sexes. However, more boys 
than girls are found among the poor because there are more 
boys than girls in that age group of population. 

9 Brady and Kall, 2008.
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Differences in poverty rates between women and 
men in certain age groups during adulthood are 
also noted in some developing countries with 
available data. The pattern across age groups 
is different than in developed regions. In Latin 
America and the Caribbean, for example, the 
largest differences between female and male pov-
erty rates are found among young adults aged 25 
to 34,10 consistent with the higher proportion of 
households of lone mothers with children in this 
region compared to others.11 As age increases, 
sex differences in poverty rates fade away. At age 
65 and older, female and male poverty rates are 
similar in most countries in this region (figure 
8.2). Two factors may explain the relatively small 
or non-existent sex differences in poverty rates 
among older persons in Latin America and the 
Caribbean: a smaller proportion of older women 
living in one-person households12 and the rela-
tive good coverage of older persons by social pro-
tection systems in the region, including through 
public pension schemes and health care.13

The poverty of working-age women and men 

Working-age women (20 to 54) are more likely than 
working-age men to live in poor households when they 

have children and no partners

Sex disparities in poverty rates for working-age 
adults aged 20 to 54 are closely linked to marital 
and parenthood status, as illustrated in figure 
8.3. Partnered women and men in this age group 
experience similar poverty rates, as shown by 
data for 30 developed and developing countries. 
The case of persons with no partner and no chil-
dren is mixed; in some countries, female poverty 
rates for this group are higher, while in others, 
male poverty rates are higher. However, for the 
limited number of countries with comparable 
data for non-partnered persons with children,14 
lone mothers with children tend to have higher 
poverty rates than lone fathers with children.

In fact, one of the contributing factors to in-
creasing poverty for working-age women in 
some countries is the growth in the proportion 

10 ECLAC, 2014.
11 United Nations, 2014a.
12 See Chapter 1 on Population and families.
13 See for example James and others, 2008; Arza, 2012; 

United Nations, 2013; UN Women, 2015.
14 Data available for 11 countries only. In the other 19 

countries included in the comparison, the number of 
lone fathers living with children is too small to allow for 
the calculation of reliable poverty rates. 

Figure 8.1 
Poverty rate by sex and age group of household members, European countries, 2012

Source: EUROSTAT, 2014a. Income and Living Conditions database online (accessed May 2014). 

Note: Data presented for 31 countries. A relative poverty line of 60 per cent of the national median equivalized 
income is used in each of the countries (equivalized income is household income adjusted for differences in age 
and sex composition of households).

Figure 8.2 
Poverty rate by sex of household members in two age groups, Latin America and the 
Caribbean, 2006–2012 (latest available)

Source: Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC), CEPALSTAT, 2014. Estadisticas e in-
dicadores sociales (accessed July 2014).

Note: Data based on national poverty lines. Data presented for 17 countries.
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of non-partnered women with children.15 The 
trend of increasing proportions of lone moth-
ers with children among working-age women 
has been observed in many countries, and is 
linked to a significant increase in divorces and 
childbearing outside of marriage (see Chapter 
1 on Population and families). However, these 
marked changes have not been met with cor-
responding significant changes in women’s la-
bour force participation and social protection 
programmes. In all countries, women’s labour 
force participation rates and wages continue to 
be considerably lower than those of men, with 
little progress being observed in many but not 
all regions (see Chapter 4 on Work). On the other 
hand, social protection programmes do not fully 
account for the gendered division of paid and un-
paid work and are yet to adapt to the increasing 
incidence of single parenthood.16 Some of their 
components, including maternal benefits, child 
benefits, tax relief and unemployment benefits, 
are often linked to participation in employment, 
while limited access to social services, including 
care services among others, restrict women’s em-
ployment opportunities.17 

Women’s economic vulnerability in one-parent 
families has implications for child poverty and 
well-being. Poverty during childhood has long-
term consequences, including for the life-long 
process of building human capital, leading a 
productive life, and creating an economically 
secure retirement.18 Child poverty in one-parent 
families is becoming more problematic with the 
increase in the share of children in such families 
among all children in many countries.19 As noted 
in Chapter 1 on Population and families, three 
quarters of one-parent families are lone moth-
ers with children and, as noted above, in most 
countries with data available, families of lone-
mothers with children are more likely to be poor 
than families of lone-fathers with children.20 The 
difference in child poverty rates between chil-
dren living in lone-mother families and those 
living in two-parent families is striking (figure 
8.4), particularly in developed countries. In 17 
out of 27 developed countries with available data, 
poverty rates are more than three times higher 
for children in lone-mother families than in two-

15 See, for example, Kodras and Jones, 1991.
16 UN Women, 2015.
17 Ibid.
18 Börsch-Supan and others (eds.), 2011. 
19 United Nations, 2014a.
20 Luxembourg Income Study, 2014.

parent families. Large differences are observed 
in some developing countries as well, although 
the small number of countries with data avail-
ability restricts the possibility of generalizing the 
results. The much higher child poverty rates in 
lone-mother households are linked to the smaller 
number of income earners in the household, as 
well as the relatively lower individual income 
for women than men.21 In addition, the mon-
etary cost of raising children is higher because 
child care services have to be purchased when 
the one and only adult in the household has to 
be involved in paid work in order to provide an 
income. This is particularly relevant in countries 
where public policies do not provide for child 
care services free or at low cost. 

21 OECD, 2014.

Figure 8.3 
Poverty rate for women and men aged 20 to 54 by partner status and presence 
of children in the household, 2004

Source: Luxembourg Income Study, 2014. Employment key figures dataset (accessed May 2014). 

Note: Data based on 30 countries (23 developed countries and 7 developing countries) in all panels, with the ex-
ception of the fourth panel on non-partnered women and men with children under age 18, where data are avail-
able for 11 countries (6 developed countries and 5 developing countries). A smaller number of countries are pre-
sented in the fourth panel, as the poverty rate could not be calculated for some surveys where the number of 
cases of men with no partners and children under 18 was small. In some surveys, information on partners was 
available only for the household head or reference person. Children may refer to children living in the household 
and not only to a woman’s or man’s own children. 
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Box 8.2 
Measuring multidimensional poverty from a gender perspective

The notion that poverty is multidimensional is 
widely accepted at the global level. The Copen-
hagen Programme of Action of the World Sum-
mit for Social Developmenta and the Beijing 
Platform for Actionb recognized that “poverty 
has various manifestations, including lack of in-
come and productive resources sufficient to en-
sure a sustainable livelihood; hunger and mal-
nutrition; ill health; limited or lack of access to 
education and other basic services; increasing 
morbidity and mortality from illness; homeless-
ness and inadequate housing; unsafe environ-
ment; and social discrimination and exclusion. 
It is also characterized by a lack of participation 
in decision-making and in civil, social and cul-
tural life.” 

There is a large consensus on the multidimen-
sionality of poverty, but not necessarily on how 
to measure it.c On the one hand, a “dash-board 
approach” is frequently used. Through this 
methodology, each dimension of poverty has 
a distinct measure that can be used to guide 
policymaking in respective areas. A widely ac-
cepted example of this approach is the Millen-
nium Development Goals (MDGs), whereby key 
dimensions of development and poverty are 
monitored through distinct indicators. To some 
extent, various chapters of this report have also 
clearly presented dimensions of well-being in 
which women are more often deprived than 
men. 

On the other hand, there is a certain appeal to 
using one single “measure” that can summarize 
the overall level of poverty and assess trends 
over time. Such a measure may be an indicator 
based on traditional monetary measures of pov-
erty (such as those used in the past decades by 
the World Bank and most countries in the world); 
or aggregate or composite indicators such as the 
Multidimensional Poverty Index (MPI) recently 
developed by the Oxford Poverty and Human 
Development Initiative. However, as shown be-
low, a gender perspective is yet to be integrated 
in either type of measure in order to obtain 
meaningful poverty counts for women and men.

Monetary poverty

Traditional monetary poverty, the most com-
monly used approach for measuring poverty 
so far, is based on the household-level meas-
urement of consumption or income. It may be 
considered by some to be multidimensional, in 
the sense that consumption (and income) covers 
many components, such as food, clothing, hous-

ing and education that are all aggregated based 
on market prices.d The components or “dimen-
sions” covered and the “weights” given to each 
dimension within the income- or consumption-
based poverty measures are based on individual 
household choices in the patterns of consump-
tion of goods and services and the money spent 
for, or prices associated with those goods and 
services consumed. 

However, there are limitations in using mon-
etary measures of poverty as measures of dep-
rivation on multiple dimensions. As argued in a 
2009 United Nations report, Rethinking Poverty: 
Report of the World Situation 2010, patterns of 
consumption should not be treated as mere 
consumer preferences. Deprivations relating to 
key dimensions such as education and health, 
for example, may not be the result of choice, but 
of budget constraints or lack of supply of edu-
cation and health services at affordable prices. 
Furthermore, some of the information on prices 
as weights may be inadequate or missing; as a 
result, important dimensions may be underrep-
resented in the income or consumption aggre-
gate. This is the case when some social services 
are provided “free” to households—such as 
education or health services—and are therefore 
missed in the measurement of poverty. Certain 
important aspects of well-being or its opposite 
may have no corresponding “sensible estimates 
of relative prices.”e This is the case, for example, 
of political participation, empowerment and 
the experience of violence. These dimensions 
of deprivation are not gender neutral; as shown 
throughout this report, women tend to experi-
ence deprivations on all these “under-measured” 
dimensions more often than men. 

Last, but not least, one important caveat of the 
monetary approach is the lack of information on 
the distribution of expenditures and consump-
tion at the individual level. As mentioned in the 
beginning of the chapter, this is a key element in 
a gender perspective on poverty. When poverty 
is measured at the household level, additional 
information at the individual level—including 
on dimensions of deprivations most relevant 
from a gender and poverty perspective, as illus-
trated above—is required to obtain meaning-
ful poverty counts that take into account intra-
household inequality. Methods for determining 
the dimensions of deprivation, how to measure 
deprivation at the individual level, and how to 
integrate the information obtained with the 
household-level information on the monetary 
dimension are yet to be developed. 

a United Nations, 1995b, An-
nex II, para 19.

b United Nations, 1995a, para 
47.

c Ravallion, 2011; Lustig, 2011; 
Ferreira and Lugo, 2012.

d Ravallion, 2011.
e Ferreira and Lugo, 2012.
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Box 8.2 (continued)

Multidimensional indices of poverty

Recent years have witnessed a growing inter-
est in multidimensional indices of poverty. 
The most well-known is the Multidimensional 
Poverty Index (MPI) developed by the Oxford 
Poverty and Human Development Initiative for 
the 2010 Human Development Report.f It is based 
on the multidimensional poverty measurement 
framework proposed by Alkire and Foster, which 
identifies the poor as persons simultaneously 
experiencing multiple deprivations on a set of 
dimensions.g The MPI is based on 10 indicators 
that are used to identify deprivations on three 
dimensions: health, education and living stand-
ards. 

Assessing poverty based on multidimensional 
indices is challenging at best. A key limitation 
of the MPI is that it requires the use of relative 
weights for each dimension, which are chosen 
somewhat arbitrarily by the analyst. The choice 
of dimensions, indicators for the dimensions, 
weights and cut-offs may also vary among coun-
tries, making the comparisons difficult at the in-
ternational level. 

Because the poor is defined as a person simulta-
neously experiencing multiple deprivations, all 
data used in the assessment have to come from 
the same source (sample survey or census). 
While this is theoretically sound, in practice, it 
may limit the options of dimensions and indica-
tors to be used. For instance, data on some of 
the dimensions of deprivation, important from 
a gender and poverty perspective, may not be 
routinely collected in household surveys used 
to measure the MPI. This type of constraint 
may explain why, in the MPI, indicators on liv-
ing standards are limited to aspects of housing 
conditions, household assets and consumer du-
rables, without considerations of current levels 
of income or consumption. Other “missing” 
dimensions of poverty data that appear impor-
tant to deprived people but are overlooked in 
large-scale surveys may refer to quality of work, 
empowerment, physical safety, social connect-
edness and psychological well-being, as identi-
fied by the proponents of MPI.h 

From a gender perspective, better indicators 
and, in particular, individual-level indicators 
of key dimensions of capability are required. 
However, most of the more than 20 countriesi 
that have so far implemented an MPI approach 
in their latest poverty assessments use only 
household-level data to identify deprivation. For 
example, in the MPI, a household and all mem-
bers of that household are considered deprived 

on the health dimension if: (1) there is at least 
one household member who is malnourished, or 
(2) if one or more children in the household died 
in the past 12 months. These indicators mirror 
some well-established indicators used to moni-
tor the health dimension of development and 
poverty at national and subnational levels, such 
as the proportion of children underweight and 
the child mortality rate. However, their transla-
tion at the level of the household or the indi-
vidual does not work, particularly from a gender 
perspective. An indicator such as “a child has 
died in the household in the last 12 months” 
does not say anything about the differences in 
health status between women and men and be-
tween boys and girls. 

Different approaches and definitions of poverty 
can reveal not only different levels of poverty 
and different profiles of the poor (which has sig-
nificant policy implications), but also different 
gender gaps in poverty. For example, in South 
Africa, an analysis of the 2008–2009 Living 
Conditions Survey showed larger gender dis-
parities in poverty in the monetary approach 
than in the multidimensional approach.j Use of 
different dimensions, indicators and weights 
within the MPI approach may also lead to dif-
ferent profiles of the poor and gender gap in 
poverty. Therefore a thorough testing of all of 
these components, from a gender perspective, 
is needed.

f United Nations Develop-
ment Programme (UNDP), 
2010.

g Alkire and Foster, 2011.
h For more details see Oxford 

Poverty and Human Devel-
opment Initiative, Missing 
Dimensions of Poverty. 
http://www.ophi.org.uk/
research/missing-dimen-
sions/ (accessed May 2014).

i Mexico’s country official 
poverty measure is one of 
the exceptions. There, dep-
rivations on three key social 
dimensions used to identify 
deprivation—education, 
health and social security—
are identified based on indi-
vidual-level data (CONEVAL, 
2010).

j Statistics South Africa and 
the United Nations Chil-
dren’s Fund (UNICEF), 2013.
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Working-age men have higher poverty rates than 
working-age women when unemployed and, in selected 

countries, when living in one-person households 

Higher poverty rates for working-age women 
than men are associated with single motherhood 
and low income from labour or social benefits. By 
comparison, in the European context, the higher 
poverty rates for men are associated with unem-
ployment. Unemployed men are more likely to 
be poor than unemployed women (figure 8.5) 
because they still play the role of family bread-
winner and are often the primary or only in-
come earner in the family. Women, on the other 
hand, are often secondary earners in their house-
hold. Being unemployed may not place women’s 
households below the poverty line when spouses, 
who are the main income providers, continue to 
support their families. 

In some European countries, working-age men 
also have higher poverty rates than women 
when living in one-person households. Al-
though women tend to have lower income than 
men, living in one-person households is not 
necessarily associated with higher poverty rates 
for women below age 65.22 For the 18 to 64 age 
group, poverty rates for male one-person house-
holds are higher than for female one-person 
households in about a third of European coun-
tries, including six countries where the disparity 
is more than 10 percentage points. The number 
of countries where working-age women living 
in one-person households have higher poverty 
rates than men is the same; however, the gender 
gap is much smaller. 

Public income transfers have a key role in re-
ducing poverty and poverty disparities by gen-
der during working years, as well as the poverty 
of children in lone-mother families.23 However, 
systematic data on the levels of the components 
of benefits, including on child and family allow-
ances, tax relief, and unemployment benefits 
and the analysis of how each component may 
affect the poverty of women and men, are gener-
ally missing.

The poverty of older women and men

Older women are more likely to be poor than older men, 
particularly when living in one-person households 

At older ages, women’s income and poverty sta-
tus are highly dependent on their work history, 
the number of children they had, their marital 
status and the pensions system in their country. 
Low hours of paid work during working ages 
are associated with more time spent in poverty 
at older ages.24 Women are also less likely than 
men to have a retirement plan based on their own 
contribution, and when they do, they receive 
significantly smaller pensions.25 In other words, 
many women face a double penalty. Compared 
to men, they have lower or no personal earnings 
during the working ages (due to their reproduc-
tive roles and inequality in the sharing of the do-
mestic work burden), which translate into lower 
or no income after retirement and during older 

22 EUROSTAT, Income and Living Conditions database 
online (2014a).

23 See for example Gornick and Jantti, 2010.
24 Vartanian and McNamara, 2002.
25 See for example Arza, 2012; ILO, 2014; UN Women, 2015.

Figure 8.4 
Child poverty rates by type of family arrangement, 2005–2013 (latest available)

Source: Luxembourg Income Study, 2015. Inequality and Poverty Key figures dataset (accessed March 2015). 
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Figure 8.5 
Poverty rates by sex for unemployed persons aged 18 to 64 years, European 
countries, 2012

Source: EUROSTAT, 2014a. Income 
and Living Conditions database 
online (accessed May 2014).

Note: Data presented for 31 Euro-
pean countries. Unemployed refers 
to the most frequent work status in 
the previous year.
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ages. Nevertheless, in some countries, modern 
pension systems have recognized the differences 
in the patterns of women’s and men’s paid and 
unpaid work by accounting for periods of child-
care in the calculation of state pensions.26 For 
example, in Latin American countries, pension 
systems reforms after 2005 included measures 
to improve gender equality,27 some of which 
take into account differences in life expectancy 
at the age of retirement between women and 
men; provisions on survivorship of spouses; 
non-contributory benefits; subsidized bonuses 
to mothers for every child born or adopted; and 
economic compensation in the case of divorce or 
annulment of marriage, including transference 
of retirement funds. 

Poverty rates among older persons (age 65+) are 
higher for women than for men (figure 8.6) in 
most European countries. On average, 16 per 
cent of older women and 12 per cent of older 
men were poor in that region in 2012. Living in 
one-person households, in particular, increases 
the risk of poverty for both older women and 
men, and in two thirds of countries it is more 
so for women than for men. Furthermore, in a 
third of countries with data available the gen-
der gap is higher in one-person households 
compared to all households, reflecting women’s 
higher vulnerability when living by themselves 
relative to their vulnerability when living with 
another person. The average poverty rate for 
older persons living in one-person households 
in European countries in 2012 was 23 per cent 
for women and 17 per cent for men. 

The higher poverty rates of older women in devel-
oped countries compared to men, combined with 
the higher share of women among the overall 
older population, result in a high share of women 
among the older poor (figure 8.7). For instance, in 
European countries, the average share of women 
among the older poor is 64 per cent, higher than 
their share in the total older population (56 per 
cent of the poor and non-poor combined). This is 
not the case for younger age groups. The share of 
women among the poor under age 65 is similar 
to the share of women among the overall popula-
tion under age 65 (figure 8.7). Also, when all ages 
are taken into account, women represent half or 
slightly more than half of the poor population. 
In European countries, women represent 53 per 

26 Vlachantoni, 2012. 
27 James and others, 2008. 

cent of all poor people and 54 per cent of the poor 
over age 18.28 In developing regions, women and 
girls represent half of all poor people living on 
less than $1.25 a day.29 By another wealth meas-
ure, a slight overrepresentation of women aged 
15 to 49 in the poorest 20 per cent of households 
is noted in most sub-Saharan African countries 
with available data.30 

28 Data compiled by the United Nations Statistics Division 
for this report. Data are based on poverty lines of 60 per 
cent of equivalized median income in European coun-
tries and national poverty lines in the rest of countries.

29 World Bank, 2013. 
30 UN Women, 2015. The results are based on a household-

level wealth asset index and data from Demographic and 
Health Surveys and Multiple Indicator Cluster Surveys. 
While this analysis fills in some of the existing data gaps 
and shows a link between gender and poverty, it is, how-
ever, a scholarly solution to a statistical capacity problem 
in developing countries. More efforts at international and 
national levels are needed to promote a better utilization, 
from a gender perspective, of existing monetary poverty 
data and the development of poverty measures that ad-
equately capture the gender gap (see box 8.1 and box 8.2). 
Wealth indices have limitations when utilized as meas-
ures of poverty, particularly when envisioned as tools for 
monitoring changes over time. From a gender perspective, 
the measurement of wealth indeces is subject to the chal-
lenges inherent in the use of household-level data. In ad-
dition, more clarity is needed with regard to what types of 
poor are identified based on the method and what are the 
direct implications for policymaking. Such indices also 
discriminate poorly at the lower end of the wealth scale. 
Hartgen and other, 2013; Booysen and others, 2008.

Figure 8.6 
Poverty rate for older persons (age 65 and over) by sex, in all households  
and in one-person households, European countries, 2012

Source: EUROSTAT, 2014a. Income and Living Conditions database online (accessed April 2014).
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In summary, women are more likely to be poor 
than men during the working age when they have 
dependent children and no partners to contrib-
ute to the household income or when their own 
income is non-existent or too low to support the 
entire family. The differences between working-
age women and men disappear, or are inconsist-
ent across countries, when there are no dependent 
children, including when living alone in one-
person households. At older ages, women in one-
person households in developed countries are con-
sistently more likely to be poor than men. The data 
presented in this section are limited to a relatively 
small number of countries, with limited coverage 
of developing regions. However, they confirm that 
policy measures oriented towards reducing the 
gender gap in poverty need to consider, among 
others, providing child care services that would 

free up the time of mothers, facilitate their inte-
gration into the labour force during childrearing 
years, and reduce their chances of becoming poor 
during the older ages. Social protection measures 
designed to account for the specific challenges and 
vulnerabilities of women during different stages of 
life, particularly their reproductive roles and higher 
involvement in care work, are also important. 

The higher risk of poverty for lone mothers and 
older women living alone is also illustrated by 
data analysed at the household level, by compar-
ing the poverty rates of certain types of female-
headed households with those of male-headed 
households. It has to be noted that the analysis 
of poverty data disaggregated by types of house-
holds and the sex of the household head is more 
often found in developing countries. By con-
trast, in developed countries, the gender dimen-
sion of monetary poverty is more often captured 
through data disaggregated by the characteris-
tics of all household members, which allows the 
comparison of poverty rates across population 
sub-groups, as done in the previous part of this 
chapter. The results of poverty analysis from a 
gender perspective based on the two approaches 
(all household members versus female/male-
headed household) are consistent, neverthe-
less. For instance, in Latin America, households 
headed by women without a spouse/partner are 
more likely to be poor than households headed 
by men in similar living arrangements (figure 
8.8). Also, in some of the countries in the re-
gion, households with women living alone have 
higher poverty rates than households with men 
living alone. The higher level of poverty for all 
female-headed households by comparison to 
male-headed households cannot be generalized, 
however, as shown in the first panel of figure 8.8 
and explained in box 8.3. 

Figure 8.7 
Share of women in the population and in the total poor among persons  
under and over 65 years old, Europe, 2012

Source: EUROSTAT, 2014a. Income and Living Conditions database online (accessed April 2014).
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Figure 8.8 
Poverty rate by type of household and sex of the household head, Latin America, 2006–2012 (latest available) 

Source: CEDLAS and the World 
Bank, 2014. Socio-Economic Da-
tabase for Latin America and the 
Caribbean (SEDLAC) (accessed July 
2014).

Note: Data presented for 17 coun-
tries. Poverty rates are based on 
the $2.5 a day poverty line.

0

10

20

30

40

50

0 10 20 30 40 50Fe
m

al
e-

he
ad

ed
 h

ou
se

ho
ld

s (
pe

r c
en

t p
oo

r)

Male-headed households (per cent poor)

All households

0

10

20

30

40

50

0 10 20 30 40 50Fe
m

al
e-

he
ad

ed
 h

ou
se

ho
ld

s (
pe

r c
en

t p
oo

r)

Male-headed households (per cent poor)

Households with non-partnered head
and other members

0

10

20

30

40

50

0 10 20 30 40 50Fe
m

al
e-

he
ad

ed
 h

ou
se

ho
ld

s (
pe

r c
en

t p
oo

r)

Male-headed households (per cent poor)

One-person households



Poverty 189

Box 8.3 
The poverty of female- and male-headed households

The gender dimension of poverty is often cap-
tured in developing countries through an analysis 
of female- and male-headed households. How-
ever, an analysis based on the overall simple dis-
tinction of those two categories, without further 
data disaggregation by specific types of house-
holds, yields puzzling results. Higher poverty rates 
may be associated with female- or male-headed 
households depending on the country-specific 
context, as shown by data compiled for the pur-
pose of this report and previous comparative 
assessments.a This is illustrated, for example, by 
the case of Latin American countries in figure 8.8. 
Furthermore, in sub-Saharan Africa, it is more of-
ten the case that male-headed households have 
higher poverty rates than female-headed house-
holds among the 23 countries with poverty data 
available. For example, male-headed households 
have higher poverty rates than female-headed 
households by more than 5 percentage points in 
Cameroon, Niger and Togo, and by more than 10 
percentage points in Benin, Gambia, Ghana and 
Senegal. Nevertheless, in some countries, female-
headed households have considerably higher 
poverty rates than male-headed households, 
varying from 6 percentage points in Namibia to 
18 percentage points in South Africa.b 

The difficulty in generalizing about poverty 
disparities between female- and male-headed 
households is related not only to the contex-
tual differences in women’s and men’s status 
but also the specific combination of various 
types of households—by size, composition and 
the definition of headship used—that may be 
included under these labels. Female-headed 
households cover a broad range of situations, 
from one-person households, households of 
lone mothers with children and households 
of couples with or without children where the 
woman rather than the man is reported as the 
household head. Although the view is held 
that households are headed by women only 
when men are not around to provide economic 
support for families, that is not necessarily the 
case. Male-headed households are also diverse. 
Many households identified as male-headed are 
households in which the male head has a female 

partner (with or without children). However, 
other male-headed households may include 
one-person households or households of lone 
fathers with children. 

Furthermore, the criteria used in identifying the 
head of the household for the purposes of sta-
tistical data collection and analysis vary across 
countries and are not always clear.c This has im-
plications for the assessment of poverty. It has 
been shown that the use of different criteria in 
defining household headship leads to the identi-
fication of different sets of households that over-
lap only by a small margin, with different poverty 
rates and profiles of the poor.d 

Therefore a simple analysis of poverty data by 
comparing female- with male-headed house-
holds has limited value in capturing the gender 
dimension of poverty. Instead, a detailed disag-
gregation of poverty data by household size and 
composition is needed. While these detailed data 
are generally missing in sub-Saharan Africa, a few 
cases illustrate the point. For example, in Benin, 
overall poverty rates are higher in households 
headed by males than those headed by females. 
A similar result is also observed for married 
heads of household. For widowed and divorced/
separated heads, on the other hand, poverty is 
higher among female-headed households.e In 
Madagascar, female-headed households have 
overall poverty levels similar to those of male-
headed households. However, this conceals the 
fact that smaller households have consistently 
higher poverty rates when they are female-
headed households rather than male-headed 
households, while larger households have simi-
lar poverty rates whether headed by women or 
men.f In the Gambia and Niger, the lower poverty 
rate for female-headed households is attributed 
to the smaller household size and the receipt of 
cash remittances.g On the other hand, in South 
Africa, where poverty rates are higher for female-
headed households, these households are larger, 
less likely to include single persons and nuclear 
families, and more likely to be “skipped genera-
tions” households or extended households with 
three or more generations.h

a Data shown in Statistical 
Annex available at http://un-
stats.un.org/unsd/gender/
worldswomen.html. Also, 
see United Nations, 2010, 
and Lampietti and Stalker, 
2000.

b Data compiled by the United 
Nations Statistics Division 
from national statistical of-
fices (as at April 2014). Data 
shown in Statistical Annex 
available at http://unstats.
un.org/unsd/gender/
worldswomen.html.

c  For example, an analysis 
of census metadata in 131 
countries conducting a 
census in the 2010 round 
showed that the headship 
concept is largely used in 
developing countries (88 
per cent of countries) but 
not in developed countries 
(29 per cent). The defini-
tion of the head also varies 
across countries: in half the 
countries with available 
metadata, the criteria used 
for the identification refer 
to income, authority and 
decision-making power, 
with some variations from 
one country to another. In 
the other half, the head is 
defined vaguely as self-de-
clared or recognized as such 
by other family members.

d  Fuwa, 2000.
e Republic of Benin, 2013.
f Republic of Madagascar, Na-

tional Institute of Statistics, 
2011.

g Gambia Bureau of Statistics, 
2011; National Institute of 
Statistics of Niger and the 
World Bank, 2013.

h Statistics South Africa, 2014.
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2. Gender differences in poverty over time

Important demographic and social changes have 
taken place in the past two decades that may 
have influenced trends in poverty for women 
and men. As shown in the previous section, lone 
mothers with children and older women living 
alone have higher poverty rates compared to men 
with similar characteristics. In some countries, 
the diversification of families has played a role 
in making the economic vulnerability of women 
more visible, in the sense that the contribution 
of lone mothers and older women living alone to 
overall poverty has become significant enough 
to increase the share of women among the total 
poor and alter the sex differences in poverty rates 
among certain groups of the working-age popu-
lation and among the older age population. If the 
feminization of poverty is understood as the cur-
rent higher share of women than men among the 
poor and/or the increase in the share of women 
among the poor over time, then the feminization 
of poverty, driven by changes in living arrange-
ments for the adult population and the sex ratio 
at older ages, has taken place in the past decades 
in developed countries. 

The feminization of poverty may also be under-
stood as an increase of women’s poverty rates 
relative to men’s, as presented in this report. 
While demographic changes may have contrib-
uted to a relative increase in the gap between 
the overall adult female and male poverty rates, 
to the disadvantage of women, recent improve-
ments in education, labour force participation 
and employment conditions, on the other hand, 
may have had the opposite effect. Changes in the 
poverty rates of women in selected age groups 
or types of households headed by non-partnered 
women, relative to men, is the focus of the analy-
sis presented is this section.

Gender gap in poverty, to the disadvantage of women,  
is narrowing slightly in some countries  

while persisting in others

Available trend data show that some countries 
recorded a decline in the gender gap in poverty 
rates by various measures, while in others the 
gender gap remained the same or fluctuated 
slightly over the years. Available trend data for 
countries in Latin America and the Caribbean31 

31 Analysis based on CEDLAS and the World Bank, July 
2014. Only countries with more than five data points 
over time and similar methodology in measuring pov-

show that differences between the overall female 
and male poverty rates (measured as a propor-
tion of the female and male populations living 
below the $2.5 a day poverty line) remained at 
similarly low levels32 in all countries in the re-
gion.33 When looking at specific types of house-
holds, differences in poverty rates between fe-
male and male one-person households declined 
overall, although in some countries they fluctu-
ated between survey years. This is illustrated in 
figure 8.9 by a selection of countries with trends 
for a longer period of time. Among households 
with more than two members, the difference in 
poverty rates between non-partnered female- 
and non-partnered male-headed households 
fluctuated over time or remained at the same 
level for most countries. Nevertheless, the overall 
trend of decline in poverty rates and the related 
gender gap was observed in some countries such 
as Brazil and Chile.

Recent trends (between 2006 and 2012) observed 
in 18 European countries show that women have 
had, on average, higher poverty rates than men, 
by a small margin for the working-age popula-
tion and by a larger margin in the old age popula-
tion (figure 8.10). A slight decline in the gender 
gap was observed among the older population, 
from 5 percentage points in 2006 to 3 percentage 
points in 2012. The poverty rate of older women 
declined slightly faster than men’s up to 2009, 
and afterwards the gender gap remained stable, 
while the poverty rate increased for both women 
and men. For poverty rates in the working-age 
population, sex differences remained rather con-
stant over time and at a low level. 

Data on poverty covering longer periods of time 
since 1995 are available for some other devel-
oped countries, as illustrated by the cases of the 
United States of America and Canada. Data for 
the United States show a high risk of poverty for 
one-parent households; increasing levels of pov-
erty for male and female one-parent households 
relative to other types of households since 2000; 
and no progress in reducing the gap between the 
poverty of female one-parent households and 
male one-parent households (figure 8.11). 

erty were included in the analysis, based on metadata 
information from CEDLAS and the World Bank, 2012.

32 Less than 2 percentage points.
33 CEDLAS and the World Bank, Socio-Economic Data-

base for Latin America and the Caribbean (SEDLAC) 
(July 2014).
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Figure 8.9 
Poverty rates by selected types of households, Latin America and the Caribbean, 1995–2012

Source: CEDLAS and the World 
Bank, 2014. Socio-Economic Da-
tabase for Latin America and the 
Caribbean (SEDLAC) (accessed July 
2014).

Note: Poverty rates are based on 
the $2.5 a day poverty line. Inter-
ruptions in the trend line for some 
countries show changes in survey 
design. 
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Figure 8.10 
Poverty rates by sex and age group of household members, 18 European countries, 2006 to 2012

Source: EUROSTAT, 2014a. Income 
and Living Conditions database 
online (accessed July 2014).

Note: Poverty rates are anchored 
at a fixed moment in time (2005). 
Average rates based on data for 18 
European countries.

Figure 8.11 
Poverty rates by type of household, USA, 1995 to 2012

Source: United States Census Bu-
reau, 2014. Historical poverty ta-
bles, Table 7 (accessed April 2014).

Figure 8.12 
Poverty rate in selected types of households, Canada, 1995 to 2011

Source: Statistics Canada, 2014. 
CANSIM database (accessed April 
2014).

Note: Analysis based on data on 
low-income cut-offs after tax, 1992 
base. 
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Data for Canada on the other hand, show that 
poverty rates for women are still higher than 
those of men but that the gap is diminishing, 
including among the older age population.34 The 
analysis of the poverty level in selected types of 
households also indicates a decline in the gender 
gap among one-parent families (figure 8.12). 

B. Economic autonomy of women 

Women’s well-being relative to men’s, including 
in certain types of living arrangements such as 
one-parent families and one-person households 
of older persons, is one important link between 
gender and poverty. However, women in any 
kind of living arrangement should have the em-
powerment, including economic empowerment, 
to do what they want as active economic agents 
and to influence their own well-being and that 
of their families. This second part of the chap-
ter looks at gender equality in terms of access to 
three types of economic resources: cash labour 
income, financial services and property.

34 Statistics Canada, 2014. Analysis based on data on low-
income cut-offs after tax, 1992 base. Data shown in the 
Statistical Annex available at http://unstats.un.org/
unsd/gender/worldswomen.html.
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Box 8.4 
Measuring food insecurity from a gender perspectivea

Measurement and monitoring of food insecu-
rity are crucial to the efforts of ending hunger 
and fulfilling the basic human right of access to 
sufficient, safe and nutritious food declared at 
the World Food Summit in Rome in 1996.b Yet, 
assessing food insecurity is a serious challenge. 
As expressed by members of the Committee on 
World Food Security’s High Level Panel of Ex-
perts, “at the global level, there are no direct es-
timates of the number of food insecure people.”c 
Aggregate, national-level estimates on under-
nourishment are indirect estimates based on 
macro data that “give no sense of the severity of 
hunger.”d They also fail to show the distribution 
of food insecurity across populations, including 
by sex, requiring countries to rely on survey data. 
However, collecting data on food consumption 
and expenditure through large-scale national 
household surveys requires significant financial, 
human, and time resources, and the efforts nec-
essary to implement and sustain such surveys 
are often prohibitive.e 

Even when large-scale national household sur-
veys are available to provide data on food con-
sumption and expenditures, they are collected 
at the household level. From a gender perspec-
tive, this restricts the analysis to comparisons of 
female- and male-headed households, which 
may be inconclusive or limited to certain types 
of households. For instance, a Food and Agricul-
ture Organization of the United Nations (FAO) 
analysisf of household-level dietary energy con-
sumption in 21 countries showed that in some 
of those countries, female-headed households 
have a statistically significant lower per capita 
food consumption, while in other countries 
male-headed households show a lower food 
consumption. Nevertheless, further disaggre-
gation of data shows that large female-headed 
households and single women consistently have 
lower food consumption than male-headed 
households with similar characteristics.g

Similar to monetary poverty, the analysis of food 
security based on household-level data on food 
consumption cannot reveal intra-household in-
equalities, or lead to adequate counts of women 
and men who are food insecure. Furthermore, 

data collection on food consumption at the in-
dividual level is at best a difficult enterprise that 
can result in considerable estimation errors. 
Thus, individual-level data on access to food, a 
key dimension of food security, remain currently 
unavailable.h 

Voices of the Hungry (VoH), an initiative 
launched by FAO and its partners,i aims to fill 
the gap in global monitoring of access to food 
and the severity of food insecurity, including 
at the individual level, by using an experience-
based food insecurity scale. The scale devel-
oped for this purpose—the Food Insecurity 
Experience Scale (FIES)—consists of a set of 
eight questionsj on self-reported food-related 
behaviours and experiences associated with in-
creasing difficulties in obtaining food due to re-
source constraints. The questions reflect a con-
tinuum of food insecurity from worrying about 
food to compromising on quality and variety 
and further to reducing quantities, skipping 
meals and experiencing hunger. Following pilot 
surveys in four sub-Saharan African countries in 
2013, the FIES was included, starting in 2014, in 
the Gallup World Poll® conducted annually in 
over 150 countries. 

Using the FIES at the individual level can capture 
disparities in food security between women and 
men, including those due to intra-household 
differences in resource allocation and feeding 
priorities. Preliminary results from 117 countriesk 
show that women are more likely to be food in-
secure than men in 26 per cent of countries, and 
men in 12 per cent of countries. In the remaining 
countries, women are as likely as men to be food 
insecure. The association between food insecu-
rity and gender is more prevalent in developing 
countries. The proportion of developing coun-
tries where women are more likely than men to 
be food insecure increases to 39 per cent, while 
for men, it remains at about the same level, at 13 
per cent. However, at the completion of data col-
lection exercises in the countries implementing 
the scale, further analysis is needed to confirm 
the validity of a global experience-based insecu-
rity scale and ensure cross-country comparability 
of results, including from a gender perspective.

a A first draft of this box was 
prepared by the FAO Statis-
tics Division.

b FAO, 1996.
c HLPE (High Level Panel of 

Experts on Food Security 
and Nutrition), 2012. Pages 
21–22.

d Ibid.
e Jones and others, 2013; de 

Weerdt and others, 2014.
f Data and analysis prepared 

by FAO, 2014. Data shown in 
Statistical Annex available at 
http://unstats.un.org/unsd/
gender/worldswomen.html.

g Ibid.
h By comparison, individual-

level data on malnutrition 
of children and pregnant 
women, capturing the di-
mension of food utilization, 
are often available from 
demographic and health 
surveys.

i For more details on the pro-
ject see FAO, Voices of the 
Hungry (http://www.fao.
org/economic/ess/ess-fs/
voices/en/) (accessed June 
2015).

j The respondents are asked 
directly whether in the last 
12 months there was a time 
when, because of lack of 
money or other resources 
they: (1) were worried 
that they would run out of 
food; (2) were unable to 
eat healthy and nutritious 
food; (3) ate only a few kinds 
of foods; (4) had to skip a 
meal; (5) ate less than they 
thought they should; (6) 
their household run out of 
food; (7) were hungry but 
did not eat; (8) went without 
eating for a whole day.

k FAO, 2015.

http://www.gallup.com/strategicconsulting/en-us/worldpoll.aspx
http://unstats.un.org/unsd/gender/worldswomen.html
http://unstats.un.org/unsd/gender/worldswomen.html
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1. Access to income

Women’s access to cash labour income is systematically 
low in developing regions

As shown in Chapter 4 on Work, women are less 
likely to be employed than men and, when they 
are employed, they are more likely to be in vul-
nerable jobs, such as contributing family work-
ers. Compared to other jobs, these types of jobs 
are more often associated with irregular low in-
come or no income at all, resulting in lower pro-
portions of women having cash labour income. 
For instance, in sub-Saharan Africa, only 34 per 
cent of married women aged 15 to 49 were em-
ployed in the past 12 months and paid in cash, 
and an additional 12 per cent were paid in cash 
and in-kind; the corresponding proportions for 
married men were 57 and 18 per cent, respec-
tively (figure 8.13). Across the 44 developing 
countries with available data, the proportion of 
married women who earned any cash labour in-
come in the past 12 months varied greatly, from 8 
per cent in Timor-Leste to 79 per cent in Ghana. 
For men, the proportion varied from 33 per cent 
in Timor-Leste to 97 per cent in the Maldives. 
The gender gap ranged from 7 percentage points 
in Ghana to 74 percentage points in Pakistan.35 

Access to cash labour income is most limited for rural 
women, but the gender gap is highest in urban areas

Women in rural areas are most disadvantaged 
in terms of access to cash labour income (figure 
8.14). They lag behind men in all countries with 
data, and, in most countries, they have lower 
access to cash income than women in urban ar-

35 ICF International, 2014. Data shown in the Statistical An-
nex, http://unstats.un.org/unsd/gender/worldswomen.
html.

eas. On average, in rural areas in sub-Saharan 
Africa, 43 per cent of married women aged 15 
to 49 and 68 per cent of men had any cash la-
bour income in the past 12 months. The cor-
responding figures in urban areas were 56 per 
cent and 90 per cent, respectively. Still, the gen-
der gap was higher in urban than in rural areas, 
with very few country exceptions, showing that 
women are not able to access the more extensive 
employment opportunities offered in cities. At 
the same time, it shows that cash income oppor-
tunities in rural areas remain limited for both 
women and men.

Data on women’s lack of cash labour income, such 
as those provided by ICF International based on 
Demographic and Health Surveys (DHS), clearly 
illustrate the economic dependency of women on 
men, as a consequence of the gender division of 
labour in the domestic and market arenas (see 
Chapter 4 on Work). However, further statistical 
information is needed, including on the level of 
personal income from labour and other sources 
(such as government transfers) individually ac-
cessed. This would allow for a better understand-
ing of women’s economic vulnerability and of the 
co-shared responsibility of care work between 
women, men and the state.

A significant proportion of married women in developing 
regions have no say in how their cash earnings are spent

In developing countries, having a job and cash in-
come does not necessarily translate into control 
over the economic resources acquired. On aver-
age 1 in 10 married women in developing coun-
tries with data are not consulted on how their 
own cash earnings are spent.36 The proportion 
of married women in developing countries with 
no say in how their own cash earnings are spent 
ranges widely from 2 per cent in Cambodia, Co-
lombia and Honduras to over 20 per cent in the 
Democratic Republic of the Congo, Liberia, Sierra 
Leone and Zambia and 42 per cent in Malawi. The 
proportion of women experiencing lack of control 
over their own income is higher in the poorest 
quintiles and lower in the wealthiest quintiles.37 

36 Unweighted averages calculated by United Nations Sta-
tistics Division based on data from ICF International, 
Demographic and Health Survey (DHS) Programme da-
tabase (2014) for 50 developing countries (latest available 
within the 2005–2012 time period).

37 Data based on ICF International, 2014. Data shown in 
the Statistical Annex, http://unstats.un.org/unsd/gen-
der/worldswomen.html.
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Figure 8.13 
Distribution of married women and men aged 15 to 49 by type of earnings  
from labour in the last 12 months, sub-Saharan Africa, 2005–2012 (latest available)

Source: Calculated by United Nations Statistics Division based on data from ICF International, 2014. Demograph-
ic and Health Survey (DHS) Programme database (correspondence in June 2014).

Note: Unweighted averages based on data from 30 countries.
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Furthermore, although women do contribute to 
the welfare of their household, either through 
paid or unpaid work, they often lack decision-
making power over the economic resources of 
the household. For instance, only 2 in 3 married 
women aged 15 to 49 participate in decision-mak-
ing on major household purchases in developing 
countries.38 This is often the case in sub-Saharan 
Africa and Asia (figure 8.15). In sub-Saharan Af-
rica, for example, about half of married women 
only (54 per cent) have a say on major household 
purchases. The proportion of women with power 

38 Unweighted averages based on data on 51 countries 
from ICF International, 2014. Data shown in the Statis-
tical Annex, http://unstats.un.org/unsd/gender/worlds-
women.html.

of decision-making is lower in the poorest house-
holds, at 49 per cent, compared to 62 per cent in 
the wealthiest households.39 

By comparison, in European countries, the deci-
sion-making model among couples is generally 
egalitarian with respect to important expenses for 
children, purchases of durable consumer goods, 
borrowing money and the use of savings. How-
ever, women are more often involved than men in 
decision-making related to daily shopping and to 
expenses related to children and children’s needs.40

39 Unweighted averages calculated by United Nations Sta-
tistics Division based on data from ICF International, 
2014. 

40 Eurostat, 2014b. 

Figure 8.14 
Married women and men aged 15 to 49 who earned any cash labour income in the last 12 months, by urban and rural areas, 2005–2012  
(latest available)

Source: ICF International, 2014. 
Demographic and Health Survey 
(DHS) Programme database (corre-
spondence in June 2014).

Figure 8.15 
Proportion of married women aged 15 to 49 participating in household decision-making on major purchases, poorest and wealthiest quintiles, 
2005–2012 (latest available) 

Source: ICF International, 2014. 
Demographic and Health Survey 
(DHS) Programme database (corre-
spondence in June 2014).
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2. Use of formal financial services

Women use formal financial services less often than men 
in all regions of the world

Women have less access to formal financial sys-
tems than men. Globally in 2011, 47 per cent of 
women had an individual or joint account at a 
formal financial institution (a bank, credit union, 
cooperative, post office or microfinance institu-
tion), compared to 55 per cent of men. In devel-
oping countries, 37 per cent of women and 46 per 
cent of men had a formal account.41 

The proportion of women with an account at a 
formal financial institution was lower than the 
proportion of men in all regions of the world 
(figure 8.16). The gender gap was highest in the 
Middle East and North Africa and in South 
Asia (regions as defined by the World Bank). In 
South Asia, 25 per cent of women compared to 
41 per cent of men had an account (a difference 
of 16 percentage points). In the Middle East and 
North Africa, 13 per cent of women and 23 per 
cent of men had an account (a difference of 10 
percentage points). Among countries in those 
regions, the gender gap was as high as 57 per-
centage points in Saudi Arabia and 49 percent-
age points in Turkey. A large gender gap was 
observed in other countries as well, at 20 per-
centage points or higher in Lebanon, Morocco 
and Oman and 17 percentage points in India. 

41 Demirguc-Kunt and Klapper, 2012. 

In developing regions, women are less likely to 
have a formal bank account than men across all 
income quintiles.42 More in-depth research also 
shows that global and regional gender gaps in 
having an account remain statistically significant 
(except for East Asia and the Pacific) after con-
trolling for education, age, income and country-
level characteristics.43

The largest gender gaps are found in the use of a bank 
account for receiving wages and other business purposes 

Globally, bank accounts held by individuals are 
most often used for receiving wages, government 
payments and other business purposes, and less 
often for sending or receiving remittances. The 
gender gap was most substantial in the use of 
such accounts for receiving wages and other 
business purposes (figure 8.17), consistent with 
the fact that women are less likely than men to 
be employed (see Chapter 4 on Work). 

Among the most frequently self-reported rea-
sons for not having a formal bank account were: 
lack of enough money to use one; banks or ac-
counts are too expensive; and the fact that an-
other family member already had one. Women 
were more likely than men to mention the last 
reason (26 per cent for women and 20 per cent for 
men globally). There was no difference between 
women and men in relation to the other reasons 
reported, such as banks being too far away, lack 
of necessary documentation, lack of trust in 
banks and religious reasons.44

42 Ibid. 
43 Ibid.
44 Ibid. 

Figure 8.16 
Proportion of adults with an account at a formal financial institution, by sex, 2011

Source: World Bank, 2014. Global Financial Inclusion database (accessed March 2014). 

Note: Weighted averages by World Bank regions, calculated by the World Bank. Regional and world aggregates 
omitted countries with samples that excluded more than 20 per cent of the population or used methodologies 
inconsistent with those used for other countries. Averages for the geographical regions shown (that is, all catego-
ries except “World” and “High-income countries”) are based on data for developing countries only. 
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A smaller but significant gender gap was also ob-
served for the activities related to saving and bor-
rowing from a formal financial institution in the 
past year. This was the case in high-income coun-
tries and developing countries in Latin America 
and the Caribbean, the Middle East and North 
Africa, South Asia and sub-Saharan Africa.45 The 
proportion of women who saved at a formal finan-
cial institution was 21 per cent compared to 24 per 
cent for men worldwide. In developing economies, 
the proportion was 16 per cent compared to 19 
per cent, respectively. Saving clubs (pooling the 
deposits of their members and disbursing the en-
tire amount to a different member each week or at 
another interval) are common alternatives to sav-
ing at a formal financial institution in developing 
countries, especially in sub-Saharan Africa, and 
are used equally by both women and men.

Globally, the proportion of people who borrowed 
from a financial institution in the past year was 
8 per cent for women and 10 per cent for men. 
The gender gap was more pronounced in high-
income countries—12 per cent of women versus 
16 per cent of men. In developing regions, the 
proportion borrowing was 7 per cent for women 
and 9 per cent for men. While it is often assumed 
that women use informal borrowing and saving 
more often than men, the data showed no signifi-
cant difference between them. 

45 Demirguc-Kunt and Klapper, 2012. 

3. Property rights and asset ownership 
and control

Women are disadvantaged with respect to inheritance 
and property rights

The overall legal rights of women remain un-
equal compared to the rights of men in many 
countries. As many as 90 per cent of the 143 
economies reviewed by the World Banks’s 
Women, Business and the Law 2014 have at 
least one legal difference restricting women’s 
economic opportunities and their ability to be 
economically independent.46 That said, many 
restrictions have been removed over the past 
four decades. Research shows that interna-
tional conventions such as the Convention on 
the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination 
against Women (CEDAW) and women’s politi-
cal representation at the national level played a 
role in closing legal gaps in women’s economic 
rights, while conflict situations and weak rule of 
law perpetuated discrimination.47 Countries in 
Latin America have made tremendous progress 
and have caught up with developed countries in 
terms of women’s legal rights.48 

46 World Bank and the IFC, 2014. 
47 Hallward-Driemeier, Hasan and Rusu, 2013. 
48 Ibid. 

Figure 8.18 
Number of developing countries with equal legal rights for women and men on selected issues, 1995 to 2010

Source: World Bank and the International Finance Corporation, 2014. “Time series” in Women, Business and the Law, 2012. Removing Barriers to Economic Inclusion (accessed May 2014). 

Note: Assessment based on 80 developing countries.
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More recently, between 1995 and 2010, a number 
of developing countries, most of them located in 
sub-Saharan Africa and East Asia, also under-
went positive changes in women’s legal rights 
related to their economic independence (figure 
8.18). Yet, many restrictions remain, particularly 
with regard to inheritance rights for daughters 
and wives, and women’s legal rights to become 
the head of household and get a job without a 
husband’s permission. The countries showing 
the largest number of legal differences between 
women and men are concentrated in Northern 
Africa, sub-Saharan Africa and West Asia.49 

In an additional number of countries, although 
laws provide for gender equality in inheritance 
for the overall population, discrimination is still 
found in practice among some groups of popula-
tion (figure 8.19). This is the case for about half 
of the 116 developing countries with available 
information. Discriminatory informal laws, cus-
toms and practices also restrict women’s access 
to land and other property in a large proportion 
of developing countries, including in more than 
three quarters with regard to land and nearly two 
thirds with regard to other property.

While data on legal and customary practices 
of discrimination against women in access to 
property are available for a majority of coun-
tries, individual-level data on ownership of 
land and other assets are currently lacking (see 
box 8.5). However, the limited number of exist-
ing case studies points to gender inequality. For 
instance, in Ecuador, Ghana and India, women 
own land, dwellings, livestock and agricultural 
equipment less often than men.50 

49 Ibid.
50 Doss and others, 2011.

In summary, women have considerably lower ac-
cess than men to cash labour income, and per-
sistent discriminatory statutory and customary 
laws restrict women’s access to land and other 
assets in many countries. Many women do not 
have decision-power over their own cash labour 
income and household resources, particularly 
in the poorest households. This lower access to 
economic resources increases women’s economic 
dependency on men and, in certain types of fam-
ily arrangements, results in higher poverty rates 
for women. Gender disparities in poverty are 
becoming more visible with the diversification 
of family arrangements, including an increase in 
one-person households and one-parent families. 
Working-age women in developed and devel-
oping countries are more likely to be poor than 
men when they have dependent children and no 
partners to contribute to the household income or 
when their own income is non-existent or too low 
to support the entire family. At older ages, women 
in developed countries are more likely than men 
to be poor, particularly when living in one-person 
households. The emerging diversification of fam-
ily arrangements, including the increase in single 
parenthood and independent living in one-per-
son households during older ages has a gender 
dimension that is yet to be adequately accounted 
for by social protection programmes. More data 
are needed to provide a comprehensive view of 
the links between gender, poverty, living arrange-
ments and the impact of various components of 
social protection programmes and to support and 
monitor policymaking. The measurement of pov-
erty itself needs to integrate a gender perspective 
and account for intrahousehold inequality on a 
series of dimensions of deprivations that limit 
women’s choices and opportunities. Figure 8.19 

Proportion of developing countries with gender inequality with regard to  
inheritance rights, entitlements to ownership of land and other property, 2014

Source: Computed by United Na-
tions Statistics Division based on 
data from OECD, 2015. Gender, In-
stitutions and Development data-
base 2014 (GID-DB) (accessed Jan-
uary 2015).

Note: Information available for 
116 countries.
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Box 8.5 
Measuring individual-level asset ownership and control from a gender perspective

Traditional poverty studies define poverty as 
a lack of income or consumption, but this ap-
proach often fails to capture the wide range 
of vulnerabilities experienced by individuals. 
Asset-based studies provide important insights 
into people’s well-being because they focus on 
the accumulation of assets over the life cycle. As-
sets serve multiple functions. In their productive 
capacity, they generate income and facilitate ac-
cess to capital and credit. They also strengthen a 
household’s capacity to cope with and respond 
to shocks by enhancing its ability to diversify in-
come and ease liquidity constraints. Moreover, 
assets comprise a store of wealth that can be 
sold to generate income. Finally, they may pro-
vide status and security. 

Most assets are owned and controlled by indi-
viduals within households, either solely or jointly 
with another person. Prior research suggests a 
strong association between who in the house-
hold owns assets and important development 
outcomes, including in terms of nutrition, health 
and education. In Ghana, for example, women’s 
landholdings are positively correlated with 
household food expenditure.a In Bangladesh, 
Ethiopia and South Africa, the greater a woman’s 
asset holdings at marriage, the larger the share 
the household spends on children’s education.b 
In Bangladesh, a higher share of assets in wom-
en’s hands is also associated with better health 
outcomes for girls.c Indicators of women’s asset 
ownership are also correlated with egalitarian 
decision-making in Ecuador and Ghana,d and 
several studies indicate that asset ownership can 
protect against spousal violence.e

By measuring asset ownership and control at 
the individual level, policymakers are thus bet-
ter equipped to understand women’s empower-
ment and well-being, including their economic 
vulnerability and decision-making, and to ad-
dress other related policy issues, such as those 
referring to livelihoods, including agricultural 
productivity and entrepreneurship, and reduc-
tions in poverty and vulnerability. Yet, despite 
these important policy implications, relatively 
little data exist on individual ownership and 
control of assets, particularly data derived from 
nationally representative surveys.f Instead, when 

asset data are collected, it is usually done at the 
household level by asking questions about 
whether anyone in the household owns land, 
housing or other key assets. 

To integrate data collection on individual-level 
asset ownership and control into the regular 
production of official statistics, the Evidence and 
Data for Gender Equality (EDGE) project,g a joint 
initiative of the United Nations Statistics Division 
and UN-Women, is developing methodological 
guidance for national statistical offices on meas-
uring individual-level ownership and control of 
financial and physical assets, including agricul-
tural land, dwellings, other real estate, livestock, 
agricultural equipment, valuables, enterprise as-
sets, financial assets and liabilities.

The EDGE methodology conceptualizes asset 
ownership as a bundle of rights, including the 
right to sell and bequeath and manage an asset 
and to use the benefits accruing from it. It should 
be noted that these rights may not all accrue to 
the same individual, and ownership may be sup-
ported by legal documents or simply recognized 
within the community. In this regard, four ap-
proaches in collecting data on asset ownership 
and control are proposed by the EDGE initiative. 
The first is to collect information on reported 
ownership by asking respondents to identify 
who owns the asset, either individually or jointly. 
The second approach is to collect information on 
documented ownership, by asking respondents 
whether formal ownership documents exist for 
an asset and whose names are listed as an owner 
on the documents. The third approach is to col-
lect information on economic ownership by 
asking respondents which person(s) would con-
trol the proceeds from the sale of the asset. The 
fourth approach is to ask about particular rights 
over an asset, including the rights to sell and be-
queath an asset. This proposed EDGE methodol-
ogy is currently piloted in select countries. The 
findings of these pilots will inform international 
guidelines in measuring individual-level asset 
ownership and control from a gender perspec-
tive that would equip countries to collect data 
in a comparable manner, monitor gendered pat-
terns of asset ownership, and create or enhance 
policies to improve the well-being of women 
and their households. 

a Doss, 2005.
b Quisumbing and Maluccio, 

2003.
c Hallman, 2000.
d Deere and Twyman, 2012.
e Bhattacharyya, Bedi and 

Chhachhi, 2011; Grabe, 2010; 
Panda and Agarwal, 2005.

f Initiatives that include some 
individual-level asset data 
include the World Bank’s 
Living Standard Measure-
ment Study-Integrated 
Surveys on Agriculture 
(LSMS-ISA), the Agricultural 
Censuses supported by 
FAO, the Gender Asset Gap 
Project’s (GAGP) work in Ec-
uador, Ghana and India, the 
Women’s Empowerment 
in Agriculture Index (WEAI) 
and the Demographic and 
Health Surveys (DHS).

g For additional information 
see United Nations Statis-
tics Division, Evidence and 
Data for Gender Equality, at 
http://unstats.un.org/unsd/
gender/EDGE/about.html.
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List of countries, areas and geographical groupings

Africa

Northern Africa

Algeriaa

Egypta

Libyaa

Moroccoa

Tunisiaa

Sub-Saharan Africa

Angolab

Beninc

Botswanab

Burkina Fasoc

Burundid

Cabo Verdec

Cameroone

Central African Republice

Chade

Comorosd

Congoe

Cote d’Ivoirec

Democratic Republic of the Congod

Djiboutid

Equatorial Guineae

Eritread

Ethiopiad

Gabone

Gambiac

Ghanac

Guineac

Guinea-Bissauc

Kenyad

Lesothob

Liberiac

Madagascard

Malawib

Malic

Mauritaniaa

Mauritiusb

Mozambiqueb

Sub-Saharan Africa (continued)

Namibiab

Nigerc

Nigeriac

Réunion

Rwandad

Sao Tome and Principee

Senegalc

Seychellesd, f

Sierra Leonec

Somaliad

South Africab

South Sudand

Sudana

Swazilandb

Togoc

Ugandad

United Republic of Tanzaniad

Zambiab

Zimbabweb

Asia

Caucasus and Central Asia

Armenia

Azerbaijan

Georgia

Kazakhstan

Kyrgyzstan

Tajikistan

Turkmenistan

Uzbekistan

Eastern Asia

China

China, Hong Kong Special Administrative Region

China, Macao Special Administrative Region

Democratic People’s Republic of Korea

Mongolia

Republic of Korea

South-Eastern Asia

Brunei Darussalam

Cambodia

Indonesia

Lao People’s Democratic Republic

Malaysia

Myanmar

Philippines

Singapore

Thailand

Timor-Leste

Viet Nam

Southern Asia

Afghanistan

Bangladesh

Bhutan

India

Iran (Islamic Republic of)

Maldives

Nepal

Pakistan

Sri Lanka

Western Asia

Bahrain

Iraq

Jordan

Kuwait

Lebanon

Oman

Qatar

Saudi Arabia

State of Palestine

Syrian Arab Republic

Turkey

United Arab Emirates

Yemen
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Latin America and the Caribbean

Caribbean

Anguillaf

Antigua and Barbudaf

Aruba

Bahamas

Barbados

British Virgin Islandsf

Cayman Islandsf

Cuba

Dominicaf

Dominican Republic

Grenada

Guadeloupe

Haiti

Jamaica

Martinique

Montserratf

Puerto Rico

Saint Kitts and Nevisf

Saint Lucia

Saint Vincent and the Grenadines

Trinidad and Tobago

Turks and Caicos Islandsf

United States Virgin Islands

Latin America

Argentina

Belize

Bolivia (Plurinational State of)

Brazil

Chile

Colombia

Costa Rica

Ecuador

El Salvador

Guatemala

Guyana

Honduras

Mexico

Nicaragua

Panama

Latin America (continued)

Paraguay

Peru

Suriname

Uruguay

Venezuela (Bolivarian Republic of)

Oceania

American Samoaf

Cook Islandsf

Fiji

Kiribati

Marshall Islandsf

Micronesia (Federated States of)

Nauruf

New Caledonia

Niuef

Palauf

Papua New Guinea

Samoa

Solomon Islands

Tonga

Tuvaluf

Vanuatu

Developed regions

Eastern Europe

Belarus

Bulgaria

Czech Republic

Hungary

Poland

Republic of Moldova

Romania

Russian Federation

Slovakia

Ukraine

Northern Europe

Denmark

Estonia

Finland

Iceland

Northern Europe (continued)

Ireland

Latvia

Lithuania

Norway

Sweden

United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland

Southern Europe

Albania

Andorraf

Bosnia and Herzegovina

Croatia

Greece

Italy

Malta

Montenegro

Portugal

San Marinof

Serbia

Slovenia

Spain

The former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia

Western Europe

Austria

Belgium

France

Germany

Liechtensteinf

Luxembourg

Monacof

Netherlands

Switzerland

Other developed regions

Australia

Bermudaf

Canada

Cyprus

Israel

Japan

New Zealand

United States of America

Notes
a Included in North Africa as per sub-regional groupings of UNECA used in MDGs reports.
b Included in Southern Africa as per sub-regional groupings of UNECA used in MDGs reports.
c Included in West Africa as per sub-regional groupings of UNECA used in MDGs reports.
d Included in Eastern Africa as per sub-regional groupings of UNECA used in MDGs reports.
e Included in Central Africa as per sub-regional groupings of the United Nations Economic Commission for Africa (UNECA) used in MDGs reports.
f Countries or areas with a population of less than 100,000 as of 1 July 2015.
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