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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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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.
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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


The World's Women 2015194

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.


