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similar levels of participation to East Asia and the 
Pacific in the 1990s, managed to grow its GERs by 
only a modest 6 percentage points for both women 
and men over the same period. In 2007 GERs for 
women stood at 10 per cent while the ratio for 
men was slightly higher at 13 per cent. Except for 
Iran (Islamic Republic of), where women’s GER 
was 34 per cent, all the other countries in the 
region including India had GERs of 10 per cent 
or less, and women’s enrolment lagged behind that 
of men’s. The average GERs for women and men 
in sub-Saharan Africa remain among the lowest in 
the world, and women in this region face signifi-
cant barriers to participation in higher education.

Tertiary gender disparities favour women

In 2007 the GPI of the worldwide tertiary GER 
stood at 1.08, reflecting a gender distribution 
highly favourable to women (see figure 3.17). Two 
decades previously, men’s participation had been 
higher than women’s as reflected in the GPI of 
0.88. Global tertiary enrolment ratios for women 
and men reached parity in the year 2003 but since 
then the global participation of women has been 
exceeding that of men.35 Out of 154 countries 
with data, only 8 countries showed gender par-
ity. In 54 other countries more men than women 
participated in tertiary education while in the 

35  Ibid.

remaining 92 countries women were in the major-
ity. The GPI in 2007 far exceeded the parity value 
of one in all the more developed regions. In North 
America and Western Europe it was 1.33, while 
Central and Eastern Europe and Latin America 
and the Caribbean displayed GPIs of 1.25 and 1.19 
respectively. A significant gender gap in favour 
of men remains in those regions where a large 
gap already existed and where overall enrolment 
is much lower. Sub-Saharan Africa (0.66) and 
South and West Asia (0.76) were the only regions 
where the tertiary enrolment GPI was below one. 
Women in several countries in Africa and South 
and West Asia face severe disadvantages in terti-
ary education. In a few countries the GPI was less 
than 0.40: Afghanistan, Congo, the Democratic 
Republic of the Congo, Ethiopia, Guinea, Mauri-
tania, Niger, Tajikistan and Yemen.

Tertiary enrolment by field of study

Women’s choices of specific fields of study have 
a significant impact on their future lives, careers 
and roles in society. Analysis of tertiary enrolment 
by different fields can determine whether there is 
a gender pattern in their selection – that is, ”mas-
culine” and ”feminine” fields of study. It can shed 
light on whether differences in the selection of 
study areas reflect individual preferences or cul-
tural and social stereotypes. Such an analysis can 
also elicit information on the capacity of tertiary 
education systems to provide programmes in dif-
ferent academic disciplines and to meet the needs 
of labour markets and society at large.

Figure 3.18 presents data on women’s enrolment 
among eight broad fields of study: education; health 
and welfare; humanities and arts; social science, 
business and law; science; engineering, manufac-
turing and construction; agriculture; and services. 
The chart illustrates gender differences in partici-
pation among these eight fields in relation to the 
proportion of women in total tertiary enrolment. It 
is apparent from the panels in the chart that gender 
patterns vary distinctly by field of study.

Women still dominate traditionally “feminine” 
fields of study and are underrepresented in 

science and engineering fields

The fields in which women have traditionally 
been dominant – education, health and welfare, 
humanities and arts, and social science, busi-
ness and law – are still dominated by them. In 
more than two out of three countries for which 

Figure 3.16
Tertiary gross enrolment ratio (GER) by sex and 
region, 1990 and 2007
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Source:  UNESCO Institute for 
Statistics (2009a).
Note:  Regional groupings 
correspond to those used by 
UNESCO and differ from those 
used in other parts of this chapter. 
For the regions of Central and 
Eastern Europe and Central Asia, 
data refer to year 2000 and 2007, 
respectively.




