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The World’s Women 2015 –
At a glance
Highlights of the situaon of women and men in 2015 and of
progress achieved since the 1995 Beijing Declaraon and
Pla orm for Acon
The challenges and opportunies faced by women vary widely
depending on where they reside. Those born in developing
regions have a higher risk of dying too young compared to
girls in developed countries; they are also likely to be less educated than boys, parcularly if they happen to be born in subSaharan Africa or Southern Asia. Later on, girls in developing
countries have a higher risk of not being in school; as a child
and adolescents, they are more likely to be less educated than
their brothers. What’s more, they are at far greater risk of
becoming child brides and of dying of pregnancy-related complicaons than girls in more developed regions. These young
women will have less access to cash income and, if they marry, may have no say in how earnings they do make are spent.

Over the last 20 years, the lives of women around the world
have improved in many areas. Life expectancy has connued
to rise – reaching 72 years for women and 68 years for men.
Age at marriage has increased for both sexes, reﬂecng increases in educaon levels, later entry into the labour force,
and increased economic independence and empowerment of
women. Women are having fewer children than before and
are spending less me than in the past on domesc chores
such as preparing meals and cleaning. Today, once enrolled,
girls tend to perform be0er than boys in school and women
now outnumber men in terary educaon in many countries.
However, in many domains, women remain disadvantaged.
Half of the world’s women join the labour force, compared to
three quarters of men; their work tends to be concentrated in
certain economic sectors and occupaons and they sll earn
less than men. Women do not have an equal voice in public
and private spheres. They do not parcipate in public life on
an equal foong with men nor hold equal power in decisionmaking processes. Within the household, many women lack
control over even their own cash earnings. In every region of
the world, women at all stages of life are subjected to various
forms of violence, including physical and sexual violence, usually perpetrated by an inmate partner. In their later years,
women are at higher risk of becoming widowed and of living
alone than men of the same age.

In contrast, a girl born in a developed country will probably
achieve a similar or higher level of educaon than boys, yet in
diﬀerent ﬁelds. She will go on to enter the labour force at similar rates to young men, but will probably end up parcipang
less in the labour market as she a0empts to balance work and
family responsibilies. She will be paid less than her male
counterparts and have less overall decision-making power. In
older age, she will be more likely to live alone and in poverty
than men of the same age.
The diﬀerent trajectories of women and men – from childhood through the working and reproducve stage to older age
– are highlighted in the key stascal ﬁndings of the analysis
undertaken for The World’s Women 2015: Trends and Stascs presented below.
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FORMATIVE YEARS
Health
Mortality in children under age 5 has declined dramacally in all regions for both girls and boys. However, it remains high in sub-Saharan
Africa, at 92 deaths per 1,000 live births in 2013. Communicable diseases remain a leading concern in developing regions and account for
70 per cent of mortality in children under age 5 when deaths in the
ﬁrst month of life are excluded. Lower respiratory infecons, HIV/
AIDS and diarrhoeal diseases are three of the most deadly communicable diseases at all ages, o#en the result of unsafe water and sanitaon, poor hygiene and inadequate health services.

and girls aged 13 to 15 are less likely to exercise than boys of the
same age. In developing regions, addional risk factors such as unsafe
sex contribute to health condions related to pregnancy and childbirth and HIV/AIDS, the two leading causes of death among young
women in developing countries.
For young men in all regions, and young women in developed regions, injuries are the leading cause of death. A speciﬁc type of injury
– suicide – has higher rates among young men than young women in
all regions, except Southern Asia and Eastern Asia. In Southern Asia,
the risk of commi'ng suicide among young women is more than
twice as high as the global average.

Adolescents in both developed and developing regions are at risk of
forming habits that can lead to poor health. Prevalence of smoking is
as high or even higher for teenage girls than boys in some countries,
Girls are less likely than boys to exercise physically

Obesity is common among both girls and boys in many countries

Proporon of students aged 13 to 15 not meeng recommended
levels of physical acvity, 2003-2014 (latest available)

Proporon of students aged 13 to 15 who are obese, 2003-2014 (latest available)

Source: United
Naons Stascs Division
(UNSD) based
on data from
the Global
School-based
Student Health
Surveys.

Educaon

Gender dispari es widen as the level of educa on increases
Gender parity index for gross enrolment raos in primary, secondary and
terary educaon, 2005 –2012 (latest available)

Enrolment in primary educaon is now nearly universal. The gender
gap has also narrowed and in some regions girls tend to perform
be*er than boys at this level and progress more rapidly. However as
educaon level increases, enrolment decline and gender disparies
widen. Gender disparity is parcularly prevalent in developing regions, to the advantage of boys in primary and secondary educaon
in many countries and in favour of girls in terary educaon in others. Young women in developed regions clearly outnumber their
male peers in terary educaon. In terms of the educaonal outcomes, girls and boys aged 15 years perform diﬀerently, with girls
outperforming boys in reading skills in every country for which data
are available. Boys perform slightly be*er in mathemacs, but the
gender gap is insigniﬁcant in most countries.
Despite improvements, 58 million children of primary school age are
not in school. More than half of these children are girls and nearly
three quarters live in sub-Saharan Africa and Southern Asia. Nearly
one in ﬁve (63 million) adolescents of lower secondary school age are
out of school, with girls accounng for half of this total.

Source: UNSD based on data from the United Naons Educaonal, Scienﬁc and Cultural
Organizaon (UNESCO), Instute for Stascs (accessed May 2014)
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Female parcipaon in terary educaon has increased globally and
now surpasses male parcipaon in many countries. However, women connue to be underrepresented in the most advanced degree
programmes, especially in science-related ﬁelds of study, resulng in

fewer women than men in research. Women account for 30 per cent
of all scienﬁc researchers – an increase compared to previous decades but sll far from parity.

Women are starkly underrepresented in ﬁelds of studies related to engineering, manufacturing and construc on
Proporon of terary graduates in educaon and engineering, manufacturing and construcon programmes, women and men, 2005—2013 (latest available)

Source: UNSD based on data from the
UNESCO Instute for Stascs
(accessed February 2015).

Rights and empowerment
The harmful pracce of child marriage has overall declined, yet 44 per
cent of women aged 20 to 24 in Southern Asia and 40 per cent in subSaharan Africa were married before age 18. Following a similar
pa*ern, adolescent birth rates have declined everywhere but remain
parcularly high in sub-Saharan Africa, where 1 in 9 adolescent girls
have a baby.

al intercourse was forced against their will is almost 30 per cent in
some countries.
More than 125 million girls and women today have been subjected to
female genital mulaon in countries in Africa and Western Asia
where this speciﬁc form of violence against women is concentrated.
Prevalence tends to be lower among younger women, indicang a
decline in the pracce, however it remains unacceptably widespread
in a number of countries, with overall prevalence rates of over 80 per
cent.

An esmated 120 million girls and women under age 20 (about 1 in
10) have been subjected to forced sexual intercourse or other forced
sexual acts. The proporon of women whose ﬁrst experience of sexu-

Female genital mu la on s ll prevalent in Africa and Western Asia
The prevalence of child marriage is high, par cularly in Southern
Asia and sub-Saharan Africa

Girls and women aged 15 to 19 and 45 to 49 subjected to female genital
mulaon, 1995-2013 (latest available)

Proporon of women aged 20 to 24 who married before ages 15 and 18,
2005-2013 (latest available)

Source: UNSD based
on Demographic and
Health Survey (DHS)
and Mulple Indicator Cluster Survey
(MICS) reports.

Source: UNSD based on data from United Naons Children’s Fund (UNICEF), special
tabulaon on child marriage (last updated February 2015).

3

ADULT AGES
Health
A growing share of women are using contracepves and the demand
for family planning is increasingly being sasﬁed. Sub-Saharan Africa,
however, lags behind. In this region, only 5 out of 10 women with a
stated desire to avoid pregnancy are using contracepves. This is also

the region with the highest share of unsafe aborons and levels of
maternal mortality. Oceania shows similar pa*erns with 4 out of 10
women with an unmet need for family planning.

Unmet need for family planning remains high, par cularly in sub-Saharan Africa and Oceania
Total demand for family planning, contracepve prevalence, and unmet need for family planning, 1990, 2000 and 2012 (percentage of women married or in union,
aged 15 to 49)

Source: UNSD based on United Naons Populaon Division, Model-based Esmates and Projecons of Family Planning Indicators 2014

In terms of unhealthy habits and risk factors for noncommunicable diseases, men smoke tobacco and drink alcohol to
a much greater extent than women. Thirty-three per cent of men
aged 15 and over smoke and 48 per cent drink, compared to 13
per cent and 29 per cent of women, respecvely. However, large
numbers of women have adopted tobacco smoking in developed
regions and their numbers are increasing in Oceania. The prevalence of obesity has increased for both sexes, with current levels
of obesity higher for women than men (14 per cent of women
aged 20 and over are obese compared to 10 per cent of men).

Maternal health has improved considerably over the years. Worldwide,
the number of maternal deaths declined by 45 per cent between 1990
and 2013. Sll, in sub-Saharan Africa and also in Southern Asia, only half
of pregnant women receive adequate care during childbirth. In 2012, 83
per cent of pregnant women had at least one antenatal care visit in
developing regions, an improvement of 18 percentage points since
1990. However, only 52 per cent of pregnant women had the recommended minimum of four antenatal care visits.
Maternal mortality has declined, yet high levels are found in subSaharan Africa
Maternal mortality rao by region, 1990 and 2013

Smoking prevalence is high among
men everywhere and women in developed regions and Oceania

Obesity prevalence is higher
for women than men

Tobacco smoking prevalence, 15+, 2011

Obesity prevalence, 20+, 2008

Source: Stascs on tobacco smoking compiled by UNSD from World Health Organizaon (WHO), WHO
Report on the Global Tobacco Epidemic, 2013, appendix X. Stascs on obesity , computed by UNSD
based on data from WHO, Global health observatory (accessed 23 September 2014).

Source: UNSD based on United Naons Millennium Development Goals Report 2014,
stascal annex.

4

Rights and empowerment
Women are underrepresented at all levels of polical decisionmaking, but progress is being made. The number of female Heads of
State or Government reached 19 in 2014, 7 more than in 1995. The
proporon of the world’s cabinet ministers who were women nearly
tripled between 1994 and 2014, yet remains low at 17 per cent.
Worldwide, only about 1 in 5 parliamentary seats are held by women,
however this is an increase from 1 in 8 in 1990.

500 major corporaons were women in 2014, meaning that the
“glass ceiling” is sll ﬁrmly in place for the world’s women.
In developing countries, women’s ability to be economically independent is restricted by limited access to their own cash income
(which is on average lower than men’s by 35 percentage points) and
discriminatory laws on inheritance and property rights in over two
thirds of countries. Many women are also excluded from economic
decision-making within their own households. In developing countries for which data are available, about 1 in 3 married women are
excluded from decision-making about major household purchases,
and about 1 in 10 married women are not consulted on how their
own cash earnings are spent.

Women’s representaon among corporate managers, legislators and
senior oﬃcials remains low, ranging between 21 per cent in Africa
and 37 per cent in Lan America and the Caribbean. The gender composion of execuve boards of private companies is far from parity –
fewer than 4 per cent of chief execuve oﬃcers heading the world’s

Women’s share in senior and middle management remains low

Women’s representa on in parliament has increased

Share of women in senior and middle management and in employment, 2009–
2013 (latest available)

Proporon of seats held by women in single or lower chambers of naonal
parliaments, by region, as of January 2014

Source: UNSD based on United Naons Millennium Development Goals Report 2014,
stascal annex.

Source: UNSD based on data in the Minimum Set of Gender Indicators database,
indicator 45 (last accessed February 2015)
Note: The numbers in brackets indicate the number of countries with available data.

Violence against women exists everywhere
Prevalence of lifeme inmate partner physical and/or sexual violence by
region, 1995-2014

More than one third (35 per cent) of women worldwide have experienced physical and/or sexual violence by an inmate partner or
sexual violence by a non-partner at some point in their lives. Inmate partner violence is the most common form of violence, and
this type of violence peaks in women’s reproducve years in both
developed and developing countries. Prevalence declines, but does
not disappear, with age and is lowest among women aged 60 and
over.
In more than 60 per cent of countries with data available, fewer
than 40 per cent of women who experienced violence sought help
of any kind. Among women who did, most looked to family and
friends as opposed to the police and health services. In almost all
countries, the percentage of women who sought help from the police, out of all women who sought help, was less than 15 per cent.

Source: UNSD based on data from naonal and internaonal surveys on violence
against women.
Note: Age group covered varies by data source
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Work
When both paid and unpaid work such as household chores and
caring for children are taken into account, women work longer hours
than men. Women spend an average of 3 hours more per day than
men on unpaid work in developing countries, and 2 hours more in
developed countries. In terms of paid work, women in developing
countries spend 2 hours less per day than men on average; in developed countries, they spend 1.5 hour less than men. Gender diﬀerenals in me spent on domesc work are narrowing, mainly as a result of less me spent on household chores by women accompanied,
to a smaller extent, by an increase in me spent on childcare by
men.

Women work longer hours than men when unpaid work is factored in
Time spent on paid and unpaid work by sex, developing and developed countries, 2005 – 2013 (latest available)

The gender gap in labour force parcipaon remains large in all regions. Globally, both women’s and men’s parcipaon in the labour
market declined slightly from 1995 to 2015, with parcipaon rates
currently at 50 per cent and 77 per cent, respecvely. This trend is
mainly driven by a decline in parcipaon among both young women
and men aged 15 to 24. Nevertheless, higher proporons of women
aged 25 to 54 are parcipang in the labour force than in the past.

Source: UNSD based on country-level data from Eurostat, the Organisaon for Economic
Co-operaon and Development (OECD), the United Naons Economic Commission for
Europe (UNECE), the United Naons Economic Commission for Lan America and the
Caribbean (UNECLAC ) and naonal stascal oﬃces (as of November 2014)

Gender gap in labour force par cipa on remains large
Labour force parcipaon rate, persons 15 and over, by sex and age, 1995
and 2013

Note: The graph is based on available data from 29 countries from developing regions
and 24 countries from developed regions.

Source: UNSD based on data from the Internaonal Labour Oﬃce (ILO), Key Indicators of the Labour Market, table 1a (accessed January 2015).

Women are more likely than men to be unemployed, and when they
are employed they have diﬀerent types of jobs than men. Women are
more o#en found in jobs with low pay and no social protecon, including as workers in private households (of which 78 per cent are
women) and contribung family workers (63 per cent). Women are
also be*er represented in jobs with shorter or more ﬂexible hours,
including as part-me workers (63 per cent) and in services related to
educaon, health and social work (68 per cent), which oﬀer opportunies for balancing work and family responsibilies but lower income
and fewer opons for career advancement.

Women earn less than men across all sectors and occupaons, with
women working full-me earning between 70 per cent and 90 per
cent of what men earn, in most countries. Moreover, men beneﬁt
more than women in terms of higher pay from higher levels of educaon and seniority. Most developed countries show a long-term decline in the gender pay gap, but the trend is mixed in recent years.
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Women are the majority of workers in speciﬁc sub-categories of the services sector
Share of women in subcategories of the services sector, 2008—2012 (latest available)

Developed countries

Developing countries

Source: UNSD based on data from ILO, Key Indicators of the Labour Market, tables 5a and 5b (accessed June 2014).
Note: The graph is based on data available from 24 countries from developing regions and 36 countries from developed regions.

A gender pay gap exists in all countries with available data
Rao of female-to-male earnings, 2008–2012 (latest available)

Source: UNSD based on data from Eurostat, Structure of Earning Survey 2010; ILO, ILOSTAT (accessed August 2014).
Note: Data for full-me wage and salaried workers only.
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OLDER YEARS
Health
Non-communicable diseases are the dominant cause of death at older ages – worldwide they are responsible for 85 per cent of all deaths
among people aged 60 and over. Cardiovascular disease (stroke and
ischaemic heart disease) is, by a large margin, the most common
cause of death in both older women and men. Men have a higher risk
of dying from cardiovascular disease than women of the same age,
with the risk being 1.6 mes higher for men than women among
those aged 60 to 69. Despite this, more older women than older men
die from the disease – 7.8 million women compared to 6.8 million
men in 2012 – because women represent the majority of older persons.

The number of years of healthy life lost globally due to Alzheimer's
disease and other forms of demena is 14 per cent higher for women
than for men in the age group 60 to 69 years and is 38 per cent higher in the age group 70 and over.
Cardiovascular disease is the most common cause of death for older
women and men
Mortality rates for top causes of deaths at age 60 and over, by sex and
region, 2012

All cancers combined are the second leading cause of death among
women and men aged 60 and older, and they are also a major cause
of disability. In 2012, for all ages, over 14 million new cases of cancer
were diagnosed, 32.6 million people were living with cancer, and 8.2
million people died from the disease, according to latest esmates.
The incidence rate for all cancers is 24 per cent higher for men than
for women, and the global mortality rate for men is 52 per cent higher. For women, cancers of the breast, lung, colon and cervix are most
common; for men, cancers of the lung, prostate, colon, stomach and
liver predominate.
Demena, one of the major causes of disability in later life, results in
the loss of the mental skills that enable a person to live independently. Older women are parcularly aﬀected by demena because of
their greater longevity and the typically late onset of the condion.

Source: UNSD based on data from WHO, 2014, Global health esmates for deaths by
cause, age, and sex for years 2000-2012.

Staying involved and acve
Women remain in the labour market longer than before, o#en reﬂecng changes in the statutory rerement age and pension reforms.
The proporon of women aged 55 to 64 sll in the labour force increased over the last two decades in most regions; the increase was
more than 10 percentage points in more developed regions, Eastern
Europe, Southern Europe, and Lan America and the Caribbean. The
parcipaon of women in the labour market a#er they reach 65, however, has not changed over me and is sll less than 25 per cent in most
regions. The only excepons are sub-Saharan Africa and Oceania, where
women aged 64 and over are more likely to be in the labour force than
women from other regions – a result of their higher parcipaon in
subsistence agriculture.

Women’s illiteracy rate declined remains higher
Illiteracy rate for older persons (aged 65+) by sex and region, 1995— 2004
and 2005—2012

In many cases, the ability of women and men to be self-reliant, work as
long as desired and remain socially engaged at older ages, is limited by
illiteracy and low parcipaon in adult educaon programmes, among
other factors. Illiteracy aﬀects 781 million adults in the world today.
More than half are in Southern Asia and a quarter in sub-Saharan Africa.
Nearly two thirds of illiterate adults are women, a proporon that has
remained unchanged for two decades. At age 65 and older, 30 per cent
of women are illiterate compared to 19 per cent of men. Illiteracy has
almost been eradicated in developed regions and the Caucasus and
Central Asia. By comparison, the vast majority of older women in Northern Africa, sub-Saharan Africa and Southern Asia are illiterate.

Source: UNSD based on data from the UNESCO Instute for Stascs (as of May 2014)
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Rights and empowerment
In European countries, older women are more likely to be poor than
older men, par cularly when living in one-person households
Poverty rate for older persons (aged 65+) by sex, in all households and in one
-person households, European countries 2012

Women’s economic dependency on men, rooted in inequality in
inheritance and property rights and unequal access to their own
income, becomes most visible when families dissolve as a result of
divorce or the death of a partner. Women as single mothers with
dependent children and older women living alone have higher rates
of poverty than men in similar types of living arrangements.
Although violence peaks in women’s reproducve years, it persists
as women age. For example, across countries of the European Union, the proporon of women who experienced physical and/or
sexual violence in the past 12 months was 6 per cent for women
between the ages of 18 and 29, decreasing to 3 per cent for women
aged 60 and over.

Source: UNSD based on data from EUROSTAT, Income and Living Condions database online
(2014).
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