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DEMOGRAPHIC CHANGES
Profound demographic changes are taking place
around the world. The largest-ever generation of ado-
lescents in countries with high fertility in the recent
past is one population group that reflects these
changes. Another is the rapidly growing group of
older women and men in all countries, with the oldest
populations in countries where fertility has been low
for decades. Even more than for men, these and other
demographic changes interact in complex ways with
the fundamental components of women’s lives: their
families, their health, their education, their economic
participation and their rights.

Most of world’s children 
living in developing regions
Over the last three decades the world’s population of
children (persons under age 15) increased from about
1.4 to 1.8 billion.1 It is projected that their numbers
will start decreasing slowly around 2025.

The large majority of the world’s children (88 per
cent) live in the developing regions, with the largest
share (60 per cent) in Asia. In Asia, however, fertility
has declined, and the number of children is projected
to decrease slightly—from 1.083 to 1.036 billion—
between 2000 and 2020. Over the same period, the
number of children will increase by 100 million in
Africa, where fertility decline started later and has
been slow. Latin America is expected to have a slight
increase in the number of children over the next twenty
years (chart 1.1).

Children represent a large share of the population
in some parts of the world. In 66 countries, at least 40
per cent of the population consists of children; in sev-
eral countries, almost half of the population is under
age 15 (table 1.A).

In almost all countries, however, the share of chil-
dren in the population is decreasing as fertility rates
continue to decline and increasing numbers of people
survive to middle and old age. Over the last five years,
the share of the population under age 15 has declined by
2 or 3 percentage points in most regions (chart 1.2). Sub-
Saharan Africa is one exception; the share of the popu-
lation under age 15 has declined only slightly. Western
Europe and developed countries outside Europe are
other exceptions; the share of children has remained low
as a result of low fertility levels over many years.

Largest number of adolescents in history
There are 1.15 billion adolescents (persons aged 10 to
19) in the world, a number still growing and project-
ed to reach 1.19 billion by the year 2020. By far the
largest increase will be in Africa, which is expected to
add almost 80 million adolescents in the next twenty
years. It is expected that more than one in five of the
world’s adolescents will live in this region in 2020
(chart 1.3).

Close to 1 billion adolescents live in the developing
regions—over 700 million in Asia alone. Fourteen per
cent of the adolescent population live in the developed
regions. If current trends continue, 11 per cent will
live in the developed regions by 2020.

■ CHAPTER 1

Population
Some important findings:
• Women are having fewer children on average but with more women of reproductive

age, world population continues to grow. 

• Population of 1.15 billion adolescents, living mostly in developing countries, is largest
in history. 

• Population of people over 60 is expected to grow from 600 million to 1 billion in next
20 years, with many more older women than men. 

• Populations around the world are ageing as fewer children are born and people live
increasingly longer lives. 

• Although women outnumber men in most regions, men outnumber women in parts of Asia.

• Women represent a large proportion of international migrants—an estimated 56 mil-
lion women out of a total of 118 million migrants. 

Population estimates
and projections

Data on demographic trends
used in the present report are
taken from World Population
Prospects: The 1998 Revision.a

These population estimates and
projections provide a standard
and consistent set of figures for
the analysis of the current world
situation and a plausible range
for future population trends. 
The United Nations Population
Division prepares three variants
of projections (high, low and
medium). The three variants 
differ in their assumptions
regarding future fertility trends.
The medium-fertility variant,
adopted in the present report for
all indicators presented, assumes
that fertility in countries with
high fertility will ultimately reach
replacement level (about 2. 1
children per woman), while fertil-
ity will remain below replace-
ment level in countries where 
it is already below replacement.

a United Nations publication,
Sales Nos. E.99.XIII.8 
and E.99.XIII.9 .



In some regions, recent high fertility and improve-
ments in maternal and child health have led to the
growing numbers of children and adolescents in the
population. At least one in five persons is an adoles-
cent in most countries in Africa, Asia (except Eastern
Asia) and Central America. On average, adolescents
account for 23 per cent of the populations of
Northern Africa, sub-Saharan Africa and Southern
Asia (chart 1.4).

In recent years, policy makers have begun to focus
on the crucial period of adolescence. Adolescent girls
in the developing world face limitations and obstacles
that boys are generally spared. Many young women
have restricted mobility, inadequate access to educa-

tion and employment opportunities, and marry and
have children while they are still adolescents. Boys, on
the other hand, enjoy more autonomy and mobility,
are offered more opportunities and rarely enter mar-
riage during adolescence. Investing in education and
employment opportunities for young women has the
effect of delaying marriage and childbearing, which in
turn is associated with smaller family size and improved
quality of life (see chap. 4).

Populations ageing rapidly
Older people
Populations all over the world are ageing. Although
the number of older women and men is much small-
er than the number of young people, it is increasing at
a much faster rate. The population of older people
(aged 60 or over) is expected to grow from slightly
over 600 million to over 1 billion—a 67 per cent
increase—between 2000 and 2020. In contrast, the
population under age 15 will grow 2 per cent over the
same period.2

Today, 11 per cent of the world’s women and 9 per
cent of the world’s men are aged 60 or over. In 2020,
15 per cent of women and 12 per cent of men will be
aged 60 or over. Older people will make up 14 per cent
of the world population, while children will account
for 24 per cent. If current assumptions are correct,
older people will account for 22 per cent  of the pop-
ulation in 2050, surpassing the share of children,
which is expected to decline to 20 per cent.3

Until recently, the share of older women and men
in the population was growing primarily in the devel-
oped regions. This growth was due to long-term
declines in fertility, which reduce the share of younger
people in the total population, and to increased life
expectancy as a result of medical advances, increased
availability of health care and improved health prac-
tices. The same conditions are now occurring in the
developing regions. During the next two decades, the
older population is expected to grow by 88 per cent in
the developing regions, compared with 35 per cent in
the developed regions.

Between 2000 and 2020, the proportion of older
women in the population of South-eastern Asia is
expected to increase from 7 to 13 per cent, and in
Eastern Asia, from 11 to 19 per cent. It is also project-
ed that  populations will age rapidly in Southern and
Western Asia, Oceania and the Caribbean. In these four
regions, in the next two decades, the proportion of older
women is predicted to increase by 50 per cent. Only in
sub-Saharan Africa are the proportions of older women
and older men expected to remain at their current levels
(6 and 5 per cent, respectively) in 2020 (chart 1.5).

Today, the oldest populations are in Western
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Chart 1.1:  

The number of children is expected 
to increase in Africa
Population under age 15

Africa
19%

(333 million)

Year 2000

World Total: 100% (1,800 million)

Developed regions
12%

(217 million)

Oceania b

< 1%
(3 million)

Asia a

60%
(1,083 million)

Source: Prepared by the Statistics
Division of the United Nations

Secretariat from Women’s
Indicators and Statistics Database

(Wistat), Version 4, CD-ROM (United
Nations publication, Sales No.

E.00.XVII.4), based on Population
Division of the United Nations
Secretariat, World Population

Prospects: The 1998 Revision, vol. II,
The Sex and Age Distribution of the

World Population (United Nations
publication, Sales No. E.99.XIII.8).

a Excluding Japan, which is 
included in developed regions.

b Excluding Australia and 
New Zealand, which are 

included in developed regions.

Latin America/the Caribbean
9% (164 million)

Older people 

Different age groups are used
to categorize older people,
depending on the circum-

stances in a particular country,
such as average retirement age
and life expectancy. In interna-

tional sources, the categories
“age 60 or over” and “age 65
or over” refer to all older peo-
ple, while the categories “age

75 or over” and “age 80 or
over” refer to the oldest old.

For the present report, to allow
comparison to other relevant

international publications and
to maintain continuity with pre-

vious editions, the following
definitions are used: 
• Age 60 or over to 

refer to older people;  
• Age 80 or over to 
refer to oldest old.

Africa
24%

(434 million)

Year 2020

World Total: 100% (1,833 million)

Developed regions
1 1%

(193 million)

Oceania b

< 1%
(3 million)

Asia a

57%
(1,036 million)

Latin America/the Caribbean
9% (166 million)



Source: Prepared by the Statistics Division of the United Nations
Secretariat from Women’s Indicators and Statistics Database
(Wistat), Version 4, CD-ROM (United Nations publication, Sales No.
E.00.XVII.4), based on Population Division of the United Nations
Secretariat, World Population Prospects: The 1998 Revision, vol. II,
The Sex and Age Distribution of the World Population (United
Nations publication, Sales No. E.99.XIII.8).

Europe, where fertility has remained at very low levels
for decades and life expectancy continues to increase.
Older women represent about a quarter of all women
in a number of countries in this region—as much as
27 per cent in Italy and Germany (chart 1.6).

Projections based on current trends in fertility and
mortality suggest that by 2020 over 30 per cent of
women will be aged 60 or over in a number of devel-
oped countries. However, some demographers think
that fertility rates in these countries might rise, as the
fertility rates take into account later ages for child-
bearing.4 This would mitigate the increase in the pro-
portion of the population that is older. Still, the
number—if not the share—of older people will con-

tinue to rise substantially because life expectancy is
expected to continue to increase.

In Eastern Europe, on average, 21 per cent of
women and 15 per cent of men are aged 60 or over
(chart 1.5). In some countries of the region, older
women now represent almost a quarter of the female
population and are expected to reach 30 per cent or
more in 20 years.

In the rest of the developed countries, populations
are relatively younger than in Europe, with 19 per cent
of women and 16 per cent of men aged 60 or over. In
the United States, for example, demographers think
that the shift to delayed childbearing is almost com-
plete and that fertility is near replacement level.

U N I T E D  N A T I O N S ■ T H E  WO R L D ’S WO M E N  20 0 03

÷ In this and subsequent charts, regional and subregional
averages are unweighted (i.e., the averages do not take into
account the size of the individual countries’ populations)
and are based only upon available data for that region (see
page xi for fuller explanation).

1995 2000 2020
Africa

Northern Africa 38 35 26

Sub-Saharan Africa 44 43 37

Latin America 
and the Caribbean

Caribbean 30 27 21

Central America 40 38 28

South America 34 32 25

Asia

Eastern Asia 27 25 18

South-eastern Asia 35 33 25

Southern Asia 40 38 30

Central Asia 38 36 26

Western Asia 36 34 28

Oceania 39 36 28

Developed regions

Eastern Europe 22 19 16

Western Europe 18 18 15

Other developed regions 20 20 17

Chart 1.2÷:  

The proportion of children in the total population 
is declining and will continue to decline
Percentage of population under age 15

Source: Prepared by the Statistics
Division of the United Nations
Secretariat from Women’s
Indicators and Statistics Database
(Wistat), Version 4, CD-ROM
(United Nations publication, Sales No.
E.00.XVII.4), based on Population
Division of the United Nations
Secretariat, World Population
Prospects: The 1998 Revision, vol. II,
The Sex and Age Distribution of 
the World Population (United Nations
publication, Sales No. E.99.XIII.8).
a Excluding Japan, which is 

included in developed regions.
b Excluding Australia and New

Zealand, which are included in
developed regions.

Chart 1.3:  

The number of adolescents will keep growing 
in Africa
Population aged 10-19

Africa
16%

(185 million)

Year 2000

World Total: 100% (1,154 million)

Developed regions
14%

(160 million)

Oceania b

< 1%
(2 million)

Asia a

61%
(702 million)

Latin America/the Caribbean
9% (106 million)

Africa
22%

(261 million)

Year 2020

World Total: 100% (1,192 million)

Developed regions
1 1%

(132 million)

Oceania b

< 1%
(2 million)

Asia a

58%
(688 million)

Latin America/the Caribbean
9% (109 million)



Chart 1.4:

Adolescents are a large
proportion of the population
in most developing regions
Percentage of population 
aged 10-19 in 2000

Africa

Northern Africa 23
Sub-Saharan Africa 23

Latin America 
and the Caribbean

Caribbean 18
Central America 22
South America 20

Asia

Eastern Asia 17
South-eastern Asia 21
Southern Asia 23
Central Asia 22
Western Asia 21

Oceania 21

Developed regions

Eastern Europe 15
Western Europe 12
Other developed regions 13

Source: Prepared by the Statistics
Division of the United Nations
Secretariat from Women’s
Indicators and Statistics Database
(Wistat), Version 4, CD-ROM
(United Nations publication, Sales No.
E.00.XVII.4), based on Population
Division of the United Nations
Secretariat, World Population
Prospects: The 1998 Revision, vol. II,
The Sex and Age Distribution of the
World Population (United Nations
publication, Sales No. E.99.XIII.8).

Increases in the share of older people in the popula-
tion are the direct result of continued decreases in
mortality rates.5

The lowest proportion of older people is in sub-
Saharan Africa and Southern Asia, where about 6 per
cent of the population are aged 60 or over (chart 1.5).

Since women generally live longer than men, they
outnumber men at older ages, and this imbalance
increases rapidly with age. Worldwide, there are 123
women for every 100 men aged 60 or over; 189 women
for every 100 men aged 80 or over; and 385 women for
every 100 men aged 100 or over.6 There are more
women than men in the older populations of every
region. The widest gaps are in Eastern Europe, where
there are 153 women per 100 men aged 60 or over, and
in Central Asia, where there are 143 women per 100
men (chart 1.7). These regions have the greatest sex dif-
ferentials in mortality in the world (see chap. 3).

In Western Europe, there are 134 women per 100
men aged 60 or over. In the other developed regions,
the sex ratio (older women to older men) is 126, equal
or close to the ratios in such developing regions as
sub-Saharan Africa, South America, the Caribbean
and Eastern Asia. The lowest sex ratios are in Southern
Asia (102) and in Western Asia (107).

The ageing of the population, together with the
increasing absolute number of older people in the pop-
ulation, presents both challenges and opportunities.
Countries where older women and men represent an
increasing share of the population face the challenge of
adjusting existing—or developing altogether new—
policies regarding pension, social welfare and health
care to meet the needs of this growing population.

Older women are particularly vulnerable, as they
are more likely than men to become widowed and to
live alone, requiring continuing economic resources
and/or support. Furthermore, as a result of life-long
discrimination in the labour markets, women general-
ly earn less than men and work more often in informal
or unpaid activities, which do not provide social secu-
rity or pensions. These circumstances, together with
customs and laws (such as inheritance laws, which
favour sons over daughters and children over wives),
make women more likely than men to end up in
poverty in old age (see chap. 2). A study in six countries
in transition found that the incidence of poverty is
highest at older ages in all but one of the countries
examined. The number of women in poverty exceeds
the number of men in poverty at all ages, but the dis-
parity is most pronounced at older ages.7

On the positive side, older people bring to their
families and communities valuable resources, skills
and knowledge gained over the years. In many coun-
tries, older persons work (in paid or unpaid activi-

ties), thereby helping to support themselves or ful-
filling important voluntary functions—caring for
their grandchildren, their spouses and often for
their very old parents, or helping in schools and
health and community centres. In the United States,
for example, more than 3 million people aged 65 or
over do volunteer work.8

In agricultural communities, where there is fre-
quently no concept of retirement, women and men
work until they are no longer able to carry out their
tasks, which is often very late in life. In Africa, for
example, as many as 32 per cent of women and 62 per
cent of men aged 65 or over are economically active.
These figures only reflect work captured by official
statistics, and do not fully account for unpaid work for
own-consumption or informal sector activities, where
women represent a large proportion (see chap. 5). 

In the developed countries, where older people
generally work only until retirement age, there is
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Source: Prepared by the Statistics Division of the 
United Nations Secretariat from Women’s Indicators 
and Statistics Database (Wistat), Version 4, CD-ROM
(United Nations publication, Sales No. E.00.XVII.4), based
on Population Division of the United Nations Secretariat,
World Population Prospects: The 1998 Revision, vol. II,
The Sex and Age Distribution of the World Population
(United Nations publication, Sales No. E.99.XIII.8).

W M

2020

W M

2000

Africa

Northern Africa 7 6 10 9

Sub-Saharan Africa 6 5 6 5

Latin America 
and the Caribbean

Caribbean 12 1 0 18 1 5

Central America 7 6 10 9

South America 9 8 13 1 1

Asia

Eastern Asia 1 1 8 19 1 7

South-eastern Asia 7 6 13 1 1

Southern Asia 6 6 9 8

Central Asia 9 7 12 9

Western Asia 8 7 12 1 3

Oceania 7 6 1 1 9

Developed regions

Eastern Europe 21 1 5 27 20

Western Europe 23 1 8 29 24

Other developed regions 19 1 6 27 23

Chart 1.5:  

Populations will grow older in almost all regions
Percentage aged 60 or over



increasing recognition that women and men should
work as long as they wish. Older people, irrespective
of their status in the labour force, make innumerable
contributions of both time and money to society.

The oldest old
Worldwide, there are some 70 million people aged 80 or
over. Although this group has always represented—and
still represents—a very small share of the population, it
is the fastest-growing group. It is projected that the old-
est old will number 132 million by the year 2020.9

In the developed regions, the population aged 80
or over rose from 2 per cent of the population in 1970
to about 3 per cent in 2000. If current assumptions
about fertility and mortality trends are correct, this
population will increase to 5 per cent of the total pop-
ulation by the year 2020.

The percentages of oldest old are highest in
Western Europe and the other developed regions, and
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Source: Prepared by the Statistics Division of the United Nations
Secretariat from Women’s Indicators and Statistics Database
(Wistat), Version 4, CD-ROM (United Nations publication, Sales No.
E.00.XVII.4), based on Population Division of the United Nations
Secretariat, World Population Prospects: The 1998 Revision, vol. II,
The Sex and Age Distribution of the World Population (United
Nations publication, Sales No. E.99.XIII.8).

W M

Percentage aged 60 or over, 2000

Belgium 25 19

Germany 27 20

Greece 26 22

Italy 27 21

Japan 26 21

Sweden 25 20

Ukraine 25 16

Chart 1.6:  

In some developed countries, at least one fourth of
women and roughly one fifth of men are aged 60 or over

And nearly one third of women and one fourth of men
will be aged 60 or over in 2020 

Population growth has traditionally inter-
ested Governments and policy makers,

especially in those countries where rapid
growth was thought to hamper social and
economic development. Today, research
and programme experience have produced
an international consensus—that popula-
tion growth and its incumbent problems
cannot be addressed solely by setting
demographic targets and implementing
family planning initiatives to meet those
targets. Population policies and pro-
grammes must also take into account the
powerful interrelationships that exist
between population growth and sustain-
able development, while placing health,
empowerment, gender equity and equality,

and human rights for all at their centre. 
This consensus was forged at the

International Conference on Population and
Development (ICPD) in Cairo in 1994. The
ICPD Programme of Action, signed by 179
Governments, presents a 20-year plan for
setting in place a broad range of policies
and programmes, which aim to achieve a
balance between the world’s people and its
resources by the year 2015 . In 1999, at
the five-year review of the ICPD, the
Programme of Action was reaffirmed and
extended in a “key actions” document,
which came out of an extensive review
process. As with the Programme of Action,
the world’s women form the centerpiece of
these “key actions”: 

a Key actions for the further implementation of the Programme of Action of the
International Conference on Population and Development (S-21/2, annex) Para. 3.

A new understanding of population

The Programme of Action emphasizes that everyone has the right to educa-

tion, which shall be directed to the full development of human resources, and

human dignity and potential, with particular attention to women and the girl

child, and therefore everyone should be provided with the education necessary

to meet basic human needs and to exercise human rights. It calls for the elim-

ination of all practices that discriminate against women, and affirms that

advancing gender equality and equity and the empowerment of women, and

the elimination of all kinds of violence against women, and ensuring women’s

ability to control their own fertility are cornerstones of population and devel-

opment-related programmes. It affirms that the human rights of women and

the girl child are an inalienable, integral and indivisible part of universal human

rights. It further affirms that reproductive rights embrace certain human rights

that are already recognized in national laws, international human rights docu-

ments, and other consensus documents. These rights rest on the recognition

of the basic right of all couples and individuals to decide freely and responsibly

the number, spacing and timing of their children and to have the information

and means to do so, and the right to attain the highest standard of sexual and

reproductive health....The promotion of the responsible exercise of those rights

for all people should be the fundamental basis for government- and communi-

ty-supported policies and programmes in the area of reproductive health,

including family planning.a

W M

Percentage aged 60 or over, 2020

Belgium 31 25

Czech Republic 31 24

Finland 32 26

Germany 32 26

Greece 32 27

Italy 34 28

Japan 35 29

Spain 31 25

Sweden 31 27



are also relatively large in Eastern Europe and the
Caribbean (chart 1.8).

Among the oldest old, there are 189 women per
100 men worldwide. The ratio of women to men is
highest in Central Asia (281 women per 100 men),
Eastern Asia (257 women per 100 men) and Eastern
Europe (256 women per 100 men). Women-to-men
ratios also exceed 200 in Southern Africa and Western
Europe (chart 1.9).

At these older ages, women are even more likely to
live alone and to face economic hardship. Moreover,
women in this age group are especially vulnerable to
chronic and debilitating diseases, which may reduce
their mobility, their ability to maintain social contacts
and, therefore, their quality of life.

Many social and economic factors determine
women’s quality of life, and produce very different
levels of functional capacity and health at older ages.
Even at very old ages, a large number of women
remain fit and able to care for themselves and others,
including their grandchildren or other family mem-
bers (see chap. 3).

Fewer women than men in the world
There are slightly fewer women than men in the
world—99 women per 100 men. On average, men
outnumber women in most of Asia and in Northern
Africa. The lowest average sex ratios are in Western
Asia—92 women per 100 men—and in Oceania and
Southern Asia, with average ratios of 95 and 96,
respectively (chart 1.10). Of 22 countries or areas in the
world where there are 95 or fewer women per 100
men, all but one are in Asia and Oceania (chart 1.11).

The deficit of women in Southern Asia may be in
part the result of some forms of discrimination against
women and girls. Discrimination and neglect can
affect women’s health and survival in many ways, most
commonly through inferior nutrition and health care
for girls, and poor nutrition and health care during
pregnancy and breastfeeding (see chap. 3).

In all other areas of the world, women outnum-
ber men. By far the highest sex ratio is in Eastern
Europe, where women outnumber men 108 to 100
(chart 1.10). Starting in 1989, mortality rates rose con-
siderably for men in the Baltic countries (Latvia,
Lithuania and Estonia), the Russian Federation,
Belarus and Ukraine, and have only recently levelled
off. Today, these countries have sex ratios of 112 to
120 women per 100 men.

The sex ratio is also skewed considerably in coun-
tries where war or persecution has taken a particu-
larly high toll on men. In Cambodia, for instance, an
estimated one quarter of the population died—the
majority men—between 1975 and 1979. As a result,

the sex ratio is particularly skewed—125 women for
every 100 men—for people aged 25 or over.1 0

The ratio of women to men in the population is
the result of differences in mortality and migration
patterns between women and men, as well as sex
ratios at birth. In a few countries, there is some evi-
dence that the sex ratio at birth deviates from the
norm in favour of male children, perhaps reflecting
strong traditional preference for sons. Existing data
from five countries show that the number of girls
born falls below the biological ratio, which is normal-
ly 93 to 96 girls per 100 boys (chart 1.12). These imbal-
ances in the reported sex ratio at birth might be
explained by increased availability of technologies
that facilitate sex-selective abortion, underreporting
of female births and female infanticides.

There are no official statistics on sex-selective
abortion and female infanticide but studies by local
non-governmental organizations, articles in the local
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Source: Prepared by the Statistics Division of the United Nations
Secretariat from Women’s Indicators and Statistics Database
(Wistat), Version 4, CD-ROM (United Nations publication, Sales No.
E.00.XVII.4), based on Population Division of the United Nations
Secretariat, World Population Prospects: The 1998 Revision, vol. II,
The Sex and Age Distribution of the World Population (United
Nations publication, Sales No. E.99.XIII.8).

W M

2020

W M

2000

Africa

Northern Africa 0.5 0.4 0.9 0.6

Sub-Saharan Africa 0.5 0.3 0.6 0.4

Latin America 
and the Caribbean

Caribbean 2. 1 1 . 3 3 .0 1 .7

Central America 0.8 0.6 1.4 1.0

South America 1.2 0.7 2.0 1.1

Asia

Eastern Asia 1.5 0.6 2.7 1.4

South-eastern Asia 0.7 0.4 1.4 0.8

Southern Asia 0.6 0.4 0.9 0.7

Central Asia 1.1 0.4 1.9 1.0

Western Asia 0.9 0.6 1.8 1.1

Oceania 0.3 0.1 1.4 0.6

Developed regions

Eastern Europe 2.5 1.1 5.1 2.2

Western Europe 4.7 2.3 6.6 3.6

Other developed regions 4.1 2.1 5.7 3.3

Chart 1.8:  

The proportion of the population aged 80 
or over will grow substantially
Percentage aged 80 or over

Chart 1.7:

At older ages, women out-
number men in all regions
Women per 100 men 
aged 60 or over in 2000

Africa

Northern Africa 1 10
Sub-Saharan Africa 126

Latin America 
and the Caribbean

Caribbean 125
Central America 1 10
South America 125

Asia 

Eastern Asia 125
South-eastern Asia 12 1
Southern Asia 102
Central Asia 143
Western Asia 107

Oceania 108

Developed regions

Eastern Europe 153
Western Europe 134
Other developed regions 126

Source: Prepared by the Statistics
Division of the United Nations
Secretariat from Women’s
Indicators and Statistics Database
(Wistat), Version 4, CD-ROM
(United Nations publication, Sales No.
E.00.XVII.4), based on Population
Division of the United Nations
Secretariat, World Population
Prospects: The 1998 Revision, vol. II,
The Sex and Age Distribution of the
World Population (United Nations
publication, Sales No. E.99.XIII.8).



press and reports from health and social workers indi-
cate that the practices exist.1 1 It is estimated, for exam-
ple, that almost 3,000 baby girls were killed in India’s
Tamil Nadu province between 1994 and 1997.12 In
India, social workers have reportedly attempted to dis-

suade parents from killing girl babies by offering par-
ents consumer and other goods. A law was recently
introduced in India that would ban abortion of
healthy female foetuses.13

A review of Demographic Health Surveys (DHS)
data for 44 countries surveyed between 1986 and 1995
indicates a strong preference for sons in Bangladesh,
Egypt, India and Nepal. A distinct preference for sons
is also evident in Jordan, Morocco, Pakistan, Sri
Lanka, Tunisia and Turkey.1 4 The study examines
women’s gender preferences, the extent to which these
preferences influence reproductive behaviour and the
differential treatment of daughters and sons, particu-
larly in the first years of life. In some of the countries
surveyed, gender-based discrimination is evident in
education and health. One important finding is that
mortality is higher for girls than for boys in
Bangladesh, Egypt, India and Pakistan (see chap. 3 for

more extensive analysis of infant and child mortality by sex).
There is some evidence that son preference is

weakening, even in cultures where this preference tra-
ditionally has been strong. A recent study of Chinese
provincial data used nine measures of modernization
and women’s status to examine preference for sons.
Results showed that more modernized provinces and
those where women had higher status tended to have
lower degrees of son preference, and vice versa. Higher
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Adolescence defined 

Adolescence is generally viewed as the period of transi-
tion from childhood to adulthood, and its biological

beginning is marked by puberty—the age at which a young
person becomes capable of reproduction. Lacking a gen-
erally accepted marker for the end of adolescence, statis-
tics commonly define adolescents as persons aged 10-19,
although this range is not intended to cover a completely
homogeneous population, socially or biologically.

Depending on the focus of the analysis and the policy
relevance, children are usually defined as the population
under age 15 or under 18; youth is defined as the popula-
tion aged 15 -24.

Data availability

Data about adolescents are scarce, especially in the devel-
oping countries. Researchers and policy makers have

generally focused on small children and on young women’s
reproductive health and behaviours. Surveys often exclude
young men and, to a lesser extent, young unmarried women. 

As a result, there are few data on such important
aspects of adolescence as access to educational and
employment opportunities, the existence of exploitative
living arrangements, discriminatory social and cultural
norms in marriage and young women’s needs and rights
once they are married.a

Policy implications 

This lack of data is reflected in policies that have failed
to address adequately issues concerning adolescents.

Policy concerns end with infant and child survival, and
start again after young women become pregnant, with
maternal and family planning programmes. Regardless of
age, it is assumed that once a young woman is married,
she is no longer a child in need of protection and services.
The Convention on the Rights of the Child, however, estab-
lishes the age limit for children as 18 years. To classify a
young woman as an adult only because she is married means
depriving her of the rights, protections, services and
opportunities offered to other people of the same age.b

Adolescence: The need for new directions

a Barbara S. Mensch, Judith Bruce and Margaret E. Greene, The Uncharted Passage: Girls’ Adolescence in the Developing
World (New York, Population Council, 1998).

b Ibid.
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Chart 1.9:

The ratio of women to men is highest 
among the oldest old
Women per 100 men aged 80 or over in 2000

Chart 1.10:

Women outnumber men 
in most regions
Women per 100 men in 2000

World total 98.6

Africa

Northern Africa 98
Sub-Saharan Africa 102

Latin America 
and the Caribbean

Caribbean 103
Central America 100
South America 102

Asia 

Eastern Asia 97
South-eastern Asia 99
Southern Asia 96
Central Asia 103
Western Asia 92

Oceania 95
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Eastern Europe 108
Western Europe 103
Other developed regions 103

Source: Prepared by the Statistics
Division of the United Nations
Secretariat from Women’s Indicators
and Statistics Database (Wistat),
Version 4, CD-ROM (United Nations
publication, Sales No. E.00.XVII.4),
based on Population Division of 
the United Nations Secretariat,
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Age Distribution of the World
Population (United Nations publica-
tion, Sales No. E.99.XIII.8).



degrees of son preference were associated with lower
female/male sex ratios at birth, especially for births of
a second child.1 5

Slower population growth
Women around the world are having fewer children
than they were three decades ago, when the overall
rate of population growth started to slow. In the early
1970s, the average birth rate worldwide was estimated
at 4.5 children per woman, compared with an esti-
mated 2.7 today.16 The world’s population, however,
continues to expand because there are many more
women having children today than there were 30 years
ago, and because people are living longer.

In 1970, there were approximately 840 million
women of reproductive age. Today, that number has
nearly doubled to 1.53 billion; 80 per cent of these
women live in the developing regions. Thus, despite a
continuous decline in overall fertility, the number of
children born has continued to rise—and will contin-
ue to do so for the foreseeable future. This fact, togeth-
er with a longer life expectancy in most countries, has
resulted in a net addition to the world population of
close to 80 million people every year.

By far the fastest-growing population is in sub-
Saharan Africa (with the exception of Southern
Africa). Today, the population of this region is esti-
mated at 594 million, and is projected to reach 942
million in 2020, a 59 per cent increase. It is expected
that the population in Western Asia, currently 188
million, will reach 274 million in 2020 (chart 1.13).

By 2020, Asia will have added an estimated 865
million people to its current population. Although
this number is large, it represents a relatively smaller
growth rate than in other parts of the developing
world. In all countries of Eastern Asia (except
Mongolia), growth has slowed, with fertility below
replacement level (approximately 2.1 children per
woman). It is expected that the region’s population
will be 14 per cent larger in 2020 than it is today. In
Southern Africa, where population growth has decel-
erated and is expected to slow further due in large part
to the effects of acquired immunodeficiency syn-
drome (AIDS), the population in 2020 is projected to
be 15 per cent larger than it is today.

The devastating number of deaths from AIDS has
contributed to this deceleration, mainly in a number of
countries of sub-Saharan Africa. Population growth in
34 countries is estimated to be far lower than it would
have been in the absence of AIDS.17 It is estimated that
in the nine most affected countries—with human
immunodeficiency virus (HIV) prevalence rates above
10 per cent—the total population in 2015 will be 15
per cent less than it would have been without the AIDS

pandemic. In Botswana, one of the countries most
affected by HIV/AIDS, the annual population growth
rate is expected to be 1.2 per cent between 2000 and
2005, compared to 2.9 per cent a decade earlier. In the
absence of AIDS, Botswana’s annual growth rate would
have been 2.5 per cent; the population in 2025 would
have been an estimated 23 per cent larger than now
projected (see also chap. 3).

The populations of developed regions outside
Europe will continue to grow slowly and will be 10 per
cent larger in 2020. In contrast, the populations of
Eastern and Western Europe have negative population
growth; their populations are expected to decrease by
4 per cent and 1 per cent, respectively, by 2020.

Current population growth rates are negative in 20
countries or areas, most of them countries in transi-
tion in Eastern Europe and Asia (chart 1.14). As a by-
product of economic uncertainty, fertility has
decreased rapidly in these countries and mortality is
either rising or holding steady, especially among men.
Population growth rates are also negative in Italy,
where fertility has been among the lowest in the world
for many years, and in a few Caribbean islands, where
the decline in population growth is thought to be the
result of labour out-migration.

Women and their families generally benefit from
slower population growth and reduced fertility. Where
families are smaller, parents tend to invest more in
their children’s future, including girls, and women
tend to have more opportunities outside the home.
Research has shown that smaller families are linked to
more favourable conditions for girls’ and boys’ educa-
tion and nutrition, better health for families (particu-
larly for women in the reduction of pregnancy-related
illnesses and deaths) and improved opportunities for
women to expand their roles in society.1 8

Research has also suggested that fertility reduction
accompanies and may reinforce economic and social
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Chart 1.11:

Men outnumber women in
some countries or areas
Women per 100 men in 2000

Africa

Libyan Arab Jamahiriya 93

Asia

Afghanistan 95
Bahrain 76
Bangladesh 95
Brunei Darussalam 9 1
Chinaa 94

Hong Kong SAR 89
East Timor 95
India 94
Jordan 94
Kuwait 90
Maldives 95
Oman 89
Pakistan 94
Qatar 54
Saudi Arabia 8 1
United Arab Emirates 58

Oceania

French Polynesia 94
Guam 90
Papua New Guinea 94
Samoa 9 1
Solomon Islands 95

Source: Prepared by the Statistics
Division of the United Nations
Secretariat from Women’s
Indicators and Statistics Database
(Wistat), Version 4, CD-ROM
(United Nations publication, Sales No.
E.00.XVII.4), based on Population
Division of the United Nations
Secretariat, World Population
Prospects: The 1998 Revision, vol. II,
The Sex and Age Distribution of the
World Population (United Nations
publication, Sales No. E.99.XIII.8).

Note: Countries or areas listed are
those where there are 95 or fewer
women per 100 men.

a Data for China do not include Hong
Kong Special Administrative Region
(Hong Kong SAR) and Macao
Special Administrative Region
(Macao SAR).

Source: Demographic Yearbook, 1997 (United Nations publication,
Sales No. E/F.99.XIII.1); and The World's Women 1995: Trends 
and Statistics (United Nations publication, Sales No. E.95.XVII.2).

a For 1995.

1989/1993

China 88

Egypt 92

India 91

Pakistan 91

Republic of Korea 88a

Chart 1.12:  

Fewer girls are born in countries where parents
strongly prefer sons
Girls born per 100 boys



development. In some parts of Asia, for instance, a
sharp reduction in fertility has played a key role in the
rapid economic transformation of countries. A study
of some countries in Eastern and South-eastern Asia
shows that slowing population growth has favoured
educational expenditure per student and overall edu-
cational attainment.19

In countries where fertility is already particularly
low, a woman’s decision to have fewer children is
believed to be influenced by unfavourable economic
and social conditions for women, including inade-
quate social services, housing limitations and a lack
of participation by men in household and parental
responsibilities (see chap. 2).20 Moreover, in many
developed countries, social policies have not always
kept pace with women’s changing circumstances.

WHERE WOMEN AND MEN LIVE
Today, the developed regions account for slightly less
than 20 per cent of the world’s population, down from
27 per cent in 1970 (chart 1.15). In contrast, each of the
other parts of the world represents a larger share of the
world’s population. In 1970, 55 per cent of the world’s
population lived in Asia, 10 per cent in Africa and 8 per
cent in Latin America. Since then, the population of
Asia has increased to 59 per cent of the world’s popula-
tion, while Africa has increased to 13 per cent and Latin
America, 9 per cent. It is anticipated that in 2020 the
populations of Africa and  the developed regions will
each represent 16 per cent of the world’s population. In
2020, the populations of Asia and Latin America will
have doubled relative to 1970, but they will still account
for the same share of the world’s population as they do
today—59 and 9 per cent, respectively.

Urban population soon to surpass rural
Remarkable shifts in the distribution of women and
men have occurred with respect to rural and urban
living. The world’s urban population has more than
doubled since 1970 and now accounts for 47 per cent
of the total, compared to 37 per cent in 1970. The
United Nations Population Division estimates that by
the year 2010 the urban population will have sur-
passed the rural population, and by 2020 urban resi-
dents will comprise 56 per cent of the total.2 1 While
the world’s rural population will increase by about 4
per cent over the next two decades, the urban popula-
tion is expected to grow by as much as 47 per cent, ris-
ing from 2.8 to 4.2 billion people.22

The most highly urbanized regions of the world are
the developed regions outside Europe—where on aver-
age 84 per cent of the population live in urban areas—
followed by Western Europe and Western Asia (chart

1.16). Eastern Europe remains far less urbanized than the
rest of Europe, and a few countries—Albania, Bosnia
and Herzegovina, and the Republic of Moldova—still
have predominantly rural populations (table 1.A).

In countries of South America and Eastern Asia, on
average almost three quarters of the population live in
urban areas. Northern Africa and the Caribbean are
also relatively highly urbanized.

In sub-Saharan Africa and in parts of Asia, the
large majority of the population is still rural. The
least urbanized part of the world is Southern Asia,
where 27 per cent of the population live in urban
areas. By 2020, Southern and Central Asia are expect-
ed to be the only regions where the majority of the
population is still rural.

Recent data on urban population by sex are not
available. However, United Nations estimates for
1995 indicate that, in Western Europe, developed
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Source: Prepared by the Statistics Division of the United
Nations Secretariat from Women’s Indicators and Statistics
Database (Wistat), Version 4, CD-ROM (United Nations 
publication, Sales No. E.00.XVII.4), based on Population
Division of the United Nations Secretariat, World
Population Prospects: The 1998 Revision, vol. I,
Comprehensive Tables (United Nations publication, Sales
No. E.99.XIII.9).

1970 2000 2020

World total 3 696 6 055 7 502

Africa 357 784 1 187

Northern Africa 72 144 192

Southern Africa 25 47 54

Rest of sub-Saharan Africa 261 594 942

Latin America 
and the Caribbean 285 519 665

Caribbean 25 38 45

Central America 68 135 179

South America 1 92 346 440

Asia 2 043 3 556 4 421

Eastern Asia 882 1 359 1 547

South-eastern Asia 287 51 9 653

Southern Asia 754 1 435 1 879

Central Asia 33 56 69

Western Asia 86 188 274

Oceania 4 8 1 1

Developed regions 1 008 1 188 1 21 7

Eastern Europe 305 341 327

Western Europe 351 388 385

Other developed regions 351 459 505

Chart 1.13:

Population will continue to increase, except in Europe
Estimated and projected population (millions) Chart 1.14:

Countries or areas 
where population growth
rate is negative
Average annual rate of population
growth (%), 1995 to 2000

Caribbean

Dominica -0.0 6
Saint Kitts and Nevis -0.7 8
US Virgin Islands -0.8 5

Asia

Armenia -0.3 1
Georgia - 1 . 1 0
Kazakhstan -0.3 5

Europe

Albania -0.4 0
Belarus -0.3 0
Bulgaria -0.6 6
Croatia -0.0 9
Czech Republic -0. 1 6
Estonia - 1 .2 4
Hungary -0.3 8
Italy -0.0 1
Latvia - 1 .4 7
Lithuania -0.3 0
Romania -0.3 6
Russian Federation -0. 1 6
Slovenia -0.0 5
Ukraine -0.3 8

Source: Women’s Indicators and
Statistics Database (Wistat), Version
4, CD-ROM (United Nations publica-
tion, Sales No. E.00.XVII.4), based 
on Population Division of the 
United Nations Secretariat, World
Population Prospects: The 1998
Revision, vol. I, Comprehensive
Tables (United Nations publication,
Sales No. E.99.XIII.9).



Variations in sex ratios reflect different patterns of
internal migration. In some countries, there are fewer
women who migrate from rural to urban areas than
men. This is in part due to the greater constraints
placed upon women and to the fewer opportunities
for employment for women in urban areas.24

It is usually assumed that cities offer women better
educational and employment opportunities, and a
wide range of indicators supports this assumption.
Urban women are much more likely to be literate, and
their fertility is much lower (see chaps. 2 and 4). However,
the dramatic increase in the number of women and
men in urban areas has generally not been accompa-
nied by concomitant improvements in services and
infrastructure. Women in poor urban households may,
in fact, face more problems than their counterparts in
rural areas. Rural women, for example, are more likely
to have a social network they can rely on than newly
arrived urban migrants.25

Moreover, economic growth in large cities has not
always been fast enough to absorb all rural migrants
into the paid labour force. Nor has the availability of
housing kept pace with urban population growth.
According to data issued by Habitat,26 at least 10 per
cent of households are located in squatter settlements
in 16 of 45 cities with data for 1993; percentages were
as high as 50 per cent or more in four of those cities.

Women migrating as much as men
Migration between regions, between countries and
between rural and urban areas is another important
factor in redistributing population, and women have
figured prominently in these migratory streams. An
important issue in understanding both individual and
family migration is the extent to which women
migrate autonomously or as dependants, following
husbands, fathers or other family members. Evidence
from countries where data are available suggests that
increasingly women are moving as autonomous
migrants looking for employment. Consequently, the
motivations, characteristics and needs of women
migrants are receiving more attention in both devel-
oping and developed countries.

Internal migration
Data from the 1970 and 1980 rounds of censuses in
selected developing countries generally show that
women have been prominent in all types of internal
migration.27 More recent data, available for only a few
countries, indicate that women may now outnumber
men not only in rural-to-rural migration but also in
rural-to-urban and urban-to-urban migration. In the
Republic of Korea, for example, all three streams of
migrants were 51 per cent female in 1995. In the

countries outside Europe, and Latin America and the
Caribbean, the sex ratio of women to men is higher
in urban areas than in rural areas. For example, in
Latin America, there were 106 women per 100 men
in urban areas, compared to 90 women per 100 men
in rural areas.23 In contrast, women tend to outnum-
ber men in rural areas in sub-Saharan Africa and
South-eastern Asia.

U N I T E D  N A T I O N S ■ T H E  WO R L D ’S WO M E N  20 0 010

CHAPTER 1 ■  POPULATION

Source: Prepared by the 
Statistics Division of the United

Nations Secretariat from 
Population Division of the United

Nations Secretariat, World
Population Prospects: The 1998
Revision, vol. I, Comprehensive

Tables (United Nations 
publication, Sales No. E.99.XIII.9).

a Excluding Japan, which is 
included in developed regions.

b Excluding Australia and 
New Zealand, which are 

included in developed regions.

Chart 1.15:  

Developing regions account for an increasing 
proportion of the world’s population
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Philippines, 7.2 per cent of all women moved among
municipalities between 1985 and 1990, compared to
6.5 per cent of all men.28

In five countries of Latin America and the
Caribbean, 1990 census data on internal migrants by
sex show that women make up about 51 per cent of
migrants, including inter-state migration. In the
island nations of Saint Lucia and Trinidad and
Tobago, the proportions of female migrants are slight-
ly higher—53 and 54 per cent, respectively.29

In Latin America, migration from impoverished
rural areas is often a survival strategy for farm fami-
lies. In this region, it is common for young women to
leave rural areas to work as domestics in cities. Many
women also migrate for seasonal work on plantations,
industrial jobs or higher education in the city.30 Some
studies indicate that daughters who migrate can more
often be relied on to send part of their earnings back
to their families.

In Asia, there are generally four streams of women
migrants to cities: women who migrate alone and
join the informal sector as domestic workers, traders

or prostitutes; unmarried, educated women seeking
employment in the expanding formal sector; stu-
dents seeking higher education; and dependants of
other migrants.31

Women migrants, particularly those who migrate
for work, have contributed substantially to the popu-
lation growth of large cities. Manufacturing enterpris-
es often prefer female employees because they are
thought to be more suited to repetitive manufacturing
tasks, less likely to engage in labour disputes, easier to
hire and fire, and willing to accept lower wages.32

In some contexts, constraints on the mobility 
of young unmarried women can limit migration.
However, as traditional attitudes change and econom-
ic needs increase, even young unmarried women are
encouraged to seek work elsewhere to contribute to
their families’ survival. Women are more likely than
men to migrate to cities by following siblings or other
relatives or friends. These relatives and friends often
provide support and protection to women migrants.33

Women who migrate from rural to urban areas
generally have more children and are less likely to use
modern contraceptives than long-term urban resi-
dents. DHS surveys in 22 countries found in nearly all
the countries that rural-to-urban migrant women
aged 30 to 34 had more children (born before and/or
after migration) than non-migrant urban women.34

However, the longer women migrants remain in the
city, the more their reproductive behaviours come to
resemble the behaviours of long-term city dwellers.

International migration
In 1990, there were an estimated 118 million interna-
tional migrants in the world. Of these, 56 million were
women and 62 million were men—a global sex ratio
of 91 women per 100 men.35 In nine countries of
Eastern Europe, however, there were on average 123
women immigrants for every 100 men immigrants in
1990 (chart 1.17).

As a region, Western Europe has roughly equal
numbers of women and men immigrants. However, in
some countries of the region—notably Iceland and
Italy—women immigrants outnumber men immi-
grants, 125 and 130 women per 100 men, respectively.
In other countries, men immigrants outnumber
women immigrants—generally in countries that are
traditionally employment magnets for men: Austria,
Belgium, Germany, Netherlands and Switzerland.
During the last decade, some women migrants to
Western European countries have been sex workers—
mainly from Eastern Europe but also from other
regions in the developing world.3 6 In developed
regions outside Europe, there are roughly equal num-
bers of women and men immigrants.
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Source: Prepared by the Statistics Division of the United Nations
Secretariat from Population Division of the United Nations
Secretariat, World Urbanization Prospects: The 1999 Revision,
“Percentage of the population living in urban areas”, data in digital
form (POP/DB/WUP/Rev.1999/1/F2).

2000 2020

Africa

Northern Africa 68 76

Sub-Saharan Africa 38 50

Latin America 
and the Caribbean

Caribbean 6 1 69

Central America 53 63

South America 7 4 8 1

Asia

Eastern Asia 7 3 79

South-eastern Asia 40 50

Southern Asia 2 7 37

Central Asia 40 45

Western Asia 7 6 82

Oceania 43 53

Developed regions

Eastern Europe 6 1 68

Western Europe 7 8 82

Other developed regions 84 87

Chart 1.16:  

The world's urban population will grow substantially
Percentage of population living in urban areas



The ratio of women to men immigrants is lowest
in Asia and Oceania but female migration to the
region is growing rapidly, largely the result of women
migrating on their own as contract workers. The
earnings of these women migrants began to represent
an important source of income for their families at
home in the 1980s, and continues to do so today.
Contract labour migration is the most rapidly
increasing type of international migration in Asia,
and women migrants are concentrated in such
female-dominated occupations as domestic helpers,
entertainers, sales persons, hotel and restaurant
workers and assembly line workers.37

Women’s contract work in the entertainment indus-
try often involves prostitution.3 8 Most women in the
Asian entertainment industry come from the
Philippines and Thailand but some also migrate from
Indonesia, Myanmar, China and the Lao People’s
Democratic Republic. The size of this labour migra-
tion flow is probably underestimated because much of
it is undocumented.

While Western Asia had an average of 67 women
immigrants per 100 men in 1990, such countries as
Bahrain, Lebanon, Qatar and Yemen reported fewer
than 40 women immigrants per 100 men immigrants.
In Southern Asia, ratios ranged from a low of 74
women per 100 men in Sri Lanka to 97 in Pakistan.

Migrants to Southern Africa are predominantly
male, given the long-standing pattern of labour migra-
tion of men to work in the mines and urban centres of
South Africa. Elsewhere in Africa, there are nearly as
many immigrant women as men.

HOUSING CONDITIONS IN RURAL 
AND URBAN AREAS

Growing numbers without access to safe water 
The United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP)
estimates that 1.7 billion people lack access to safe
water, and expects this number to reach 2.3 billion by
2025.39 Polluted water is one of the most common
causes of disease and death worldwide.40 Such diseases
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Chart 1.17:

Women immigrants equal 
or outnumber men in 
some parts of the world
Women per 100 
men immigrants, 1990

Africa

Northern Africa 92
Southern Africa 69
Rest of sub-Saharan Africa 93

Latin America 
and the Caribbean

Caribbean 102
Central America 86
South America 97

Asia

Eastern Asia 88
South-eastern Asia 88
Southern Asiaa 86
Western Asia 67

Oceania 83

Developed regions

Eastern Europe 123
Western Europe 100
Other developed regions 102

Source: Prepared by the Statistics
Division of the United Nations
Secretariat from Population Division
of the United Nations Secretariat,
Trends in Total Migrant Stock by
Sex, revision 4, data in digital form
(POP/1B/DB/98/4).

a Excluding Nepal, where the num-
ber of women per 100 men immi-
grants is exceptionally high.
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Urban RuralNorthern Africa and Western Asia

Egypt 97 69 9 6 86 97 7 1 99 92

Jordan 99 91 .. .. .. .. 99 90

Morocco 94 18 9 1 4 1 90 1 8 85 1 6

Turkey 78 58 .. .. 86 1 2 .. ..

Yemen 87 24 8 8 39 54 2 9 1 34

Sub-Saharan Africa

Benin 59 15 .. .. 0 0 34 2

Burkina Faso 66 5 7 3 53 5 0 29 1

Cameroon 69 13 6 8 3 1 14 1 63 9

Central African Rep. 43 2 6 5 3 1 2 0 8 0

Comoros 74 41 7 0 36 8 2 52 20

Côte d’Ivoire 78 25 9 7 69 29 2 70 14

Ghana 76 13 8 0 36 16 1 75 6

Kenya 87 20 8 6 3 1 45 2 43 3

Madagascar 77 5 7 8 1 7 17 0 47 2

Malawi 82 18 7 6 4 1 14 1 20 1

Mali 49 3 8 8 75 3 0 22 0

Namibia 96 35 9 6 43 83 6 66 4

Niger 6 1 7 6 4 64 6 0 27 0

Nigeria 63 12 7 4 32 30 2 82 8

Rwanda 69 20 5 7 9 1 1 0 3 1 1

Senegal 84 20 9 0 62 25 2 59 2

Chart 1.18:

Large numbers of households lack basic amenities, especially in rural areas



are acquired by the consumption of contaminated
water, or indirectly via disease-carrying organisms
(such as mosquitoes), which breed in water.

Inadequate sanitation facilities can also spread dis-
ease, especially if drinking water becomes contaminat-
ed with human waste. Water that is piped into the
household is generally safer than water from wells or
surface areas, such as ponds and lakes. DHS surveys in
the 1990s, in 41 countries, found low percentages of
rural households with piped water in sub-Saharan
African countries (chart 1.18).4 1 In Burkina Faso, Central
African Republic, Madagascar, Mali and Uganda,
piped water is virtually unknown in rural areas, and
access is limited for urban households as well. Two of
the 20 sub-Saharan countries surveyed had almost
universal access to piped water. In nine countries,
about a third or more of urban households had no
piped water.

In three of five Northern African and Western
Asian countries surveyed, piped water was available in
nearly all urban households; in the other two coun-

tries, piped water was available in more than three
quarters of all urban households. However, a large
share of households in rural areas had no access to
piped water. Similarly, in the Asian countries exam-
ined, access to safe water is a problem for many house-
holds in urban areas and for the great majority of
households in rural areas.

Lack of adequate water facilities also affects a sig-
nificant portion of both urban and rural households
in the eight Latin American and Caribbean countries
surveyed. In three countries, 30 per cent or more of
urban households lacked piped water; in six countries,
more than 50 per cent of rural households lacked
piped water.

For households without piped water or wells,
obtaining water for daily use can be time-consuming
and arduous, especially in rural areas—and especially
for women and children who are often burdened with
the tasks of water and fuel collection.42 In 14 of the 19
sub-Saharan African countries, water sources are
more than a 15-minute walk from the majority of
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Country or area

% with 
piped water,
1990–1996

Urban Rural

% within 15 min.
walk from water

source, 1990–1996

Urban Rural

% with 
flush toilet,
1990–1996

Urban Rural

% with 
electricity,
1990–1996

Urban RuralSub-Saharan Africa (cont’d)

Uganda 45 1 4 7 9 9 0 40 2

United Rep. of Tanzania 78 25 6 9 28 5 1 36 2

Zambia 81 7 7 7 36 46 1 44 2

Zimbabwe 97 18 9 8 42 95 3 80 3

Latin America and the Caribbean

Bolivia 89 33 9 1 59 54 4 93 27

Brazil 84 25 9 5 92 56 1 6 99 72

Colombia 98 57 9 8 74 96 46 99 74

Dominican Republic 8 1 44 7 3 45 63 9 97 48

Guatemala 70 61 7 5 78 65 1 1 89 40

Haiti 50 28 5 2 23 12 0 77 4

Paraguay 64 3 8 8 82 50 5 93 1 7

Peru 89 29 9 1 4 1 64 3 90 20

Asia

Bangladesh 37 1 9 2 87 49 4 75 10

India 70 19 8 9 72 60 7 83 39

Indonesia 37 6 9 4 64 .. .. 95 49

Kazakhstan 97 69 9 7 78 73 2 100 100

Nepal 57 29 8 7 59 17 0 78 1 2

Pakistan 79 14 9 3 69 73 6 95 45

Philippines 54 21 8 7 63 76 50 84 46

Uzbekistan 93 66 9 8 75 48 3 100 99



rural households. The same is true in five of the 19
countries surveyed in the other developing regions.

Flush toilets are common in only a few countries
surveyed by DHS, and are virtually unknown in some
countries, especially in rural areas. In sub-Saharan
Africa, 18 of the 20 countries surveyed reported that
less than 3 per cent of rural households had flush toi-
lets (Namibia and Zimbabwe are exceptions) (chart 1.18).
In eight of the 20 sub-Saharan African countries,
fewer than 10 per cent of urban households had flush
toilets. Most rural households in Asian countries also
lack flush toilets.

Access to electricity far from universal
The presence of electricity has been found to have a
salutary effect on the health and well-being of family
members, as well as to reflect the socio-economic sta-
tus of the household. In both rural and urban areas,
access to electricity enables household members to
increase their productivity and to extend the hours
that they are able to work. This is especially relevant
for women, who must often juggle household respon-
sibilities (including childcare) with economic activi-

ties carried out inside the home. Electricity also allows
children to study after dark.

According to data from the 41 countries surveyed
by DHS, virtually all households in rural sub-
Saharan Africa are still without electricity (chart 1.18).
Access to electricity in urban households in sub-
Saharan Africa is higher but still not universal—
ranging from 8 per cent in the Central African
Republic to 82 per cent in Nigeria. In the four coun-
tries of Northern Africa and Western Asia for which
DHS reported data, nearly all urban households had
electricity, with Egypt and Jordan reporting high lev-
els of access in rural areas as well.

The eight Asian countries surveyed all reported
that at least 75 per cent of urban households had elec-
tricity. In Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan, electricity is
nearly universal in both urban and rural areas. In
other Asian countries, however, less than 50 per cent
of rural households had electricity.

Electricity is widely available in urban households
in Latin America and the Caribbean. However, access
varies considerably for rural households, ranging
from 4 per cent in Haiti to 74 per cent in Colombia. ■
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Table 1.A:

Population

Population
(thousands), 2000

W M

% aged 60 
or over, 2000

W M

Women/100 men, 
2000

60+ 80+

Country or area Women/
100 men,

2000

Urban
population 

(%),
2000

% under
age 15,
2000

% aged
10-19,
2000

Annual 
population

growth (%),
1995 -2000

Women/100
men int’l. 
migrants,

1990
Africa

Algeria 15 544 15 927 98 23 37 6 5 115 106 2.3 60 122

Angola 6 511 6 367 102 23 47 5 4 120 157 3.2 34 94

Benin 3 091 3 005 103 25 46 4 4 108 100 2.7 42 95

Botswana 825 798 103 25 42 5 3 178 300 1.9 50 79

Burkina Faso 5 977 5 960 100 24 47 5 4 119 143 2.7 19 109

Burundi 3 418 3 277 104 24 46 5 3 155 200 1.7 9 107

Cameroon 7 585 7 500 101 23 43 6 5 118 141 2.7 49 81

Cape Verde 228 200 114 24 39 8 4 238 200 2.3 62 86

Central African Republic 1 857 1 758 106 24 43 7 5 133 200 1.9 41 99

Chad 3 867 3 783 102 23 46 6 5 122 142 2.6 24 86

Comoros 347 348 100 25 42 5 4 123 100 2.7 33 131

Congo 1 504 1 439 105 23 46 5 4 127 175 2.8 63 101

Côte d’Ivoire 7 266 7 520 97 26 43 5 5 92 109 1.8 46 81

Dem. Rep. of the Congo 26 088 25 567 102 23 48 5 4 129 165 2.6 30 93

Djibouti 326 312 104 23 41 6 5 113 100 1.2 83 111

Egypt 33 746 34 723 97 23 35 7 6 122 144 1.9 45 89

Equatorial Guinea 229 223 103 22 43 7 5 136 100 2.5 48 86

Eritrea 1 939 1 911 101 23 44 5 4 120 175 3.8 19 ..

Ethiopia 31 168 31 397 99 23 46 5 4 118 176 2.5 18 108a

Gabon 620 606 102 20 40 9 8 119 150 2.6 81 75

Gambia 660 645 102 21 40 5 5 113 200 3.2 33 76

Ghana 10 152 10 060 101 24 43 5 5 116 139 2.7 38 85

Guinea 3 693 3 738 99 24 44 5 4 113 125 0.8 33 106

Guinea-Bissau 616 597 103 22 43 7 6 117 150 2.2 24 100

Kenya 15 005 15 076 100 26 43 5 4 118 146 2.0 33 103

Lesotho 1 092 1 061 103 22 40 7 6 131 200 2.2 28 69

Liberia 1 571 1 583 99 26 42 5 4 116 125 8.2 45 82

Libyan Arab Jamahiriya 2 703 2 902 93 25 38 5 5 84 150 2.4 88 44

Madagascar 8 028 7 914 101 21 44 5 4 121 124 3.0 30 62

Malawi 5 504 5 421 102 24 47 5 4 125 146 2.4 25 109

Mali 5 686 5 547 103 24 46 6 5 129 152 2.4 30 99

Mauritania 1 345 1 324 102 23 43 5 4 124 125 2.7 58 78

Mauritius 581 578 101 17 25 10 8 128 175 0.8 41 103

Morocco 14 161 14 190 100 22 33 7 6 123 118 1.8 56 97

Mozambique 9 957 9 724 102 23 45 5 5 121 146 2.5 40 133

Namibia 865 861 100 23 42 6 5 115 100 2.2 31 86

Niger 5 421 5 309 102 23 48 4 4 121 150 3.2 21 109

Nigeria 56 191 55 315 102 24 43 5 5 118 143 2.4 44 55

Reunion 358 342 105 18 27 12 8 159 300 1.3 71 80

Rwanda 3 914 3 819 102 25 45 4 3 125 200 7.7 6 95

Sao Tome and Principe .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 2.0 47 88

Senegal 4 753 4 728 101 23 45 5 4 123 100 2.6 47 85

Seychelles .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 1.1 64 85

Sierra Leone 2 472 2 383 104 22 44 5 4 124 160 3.0 37 32

Somalia 5 085 5 012 101 23 48 4 4 117 140 4.2 28 99
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Table 1.A (cont’d):

Population

Population
(thousands), 2000

W M

% aged 60 
or over, 2000

W M

Women/100 men, 
2000

60+ 80+

Country or area Women/
100 men,

2000

Urban
population 

(%),
2000

% under
age 15,
2000

% aged
10-19,
2000

Annual 
population

growth (%),
1995 -2000

Women/100
men int’l. 
migrants,

1990
Africa (cont’d)

South Africa 20 552 19 825 104 21 35 7 5 152 315 1.5 50 60

Sudan 14 705 14 785 99 24 39 5 5 108 109 2.1 36 100

Swaziland 522 486 107 23 43 5 4 119 300 2.9 26 53

Togo 2 333 2 296 102 24 46 5 4 121 157 2.6 33 107

Tunisia 4 744 4 842 98 22 30 8 8 101 98 1.4 66 99

Uganda 10 935 10 843 101 24 50 3 3 120 135 2.8 14 80

United Rep. of Tanzania 16 900 16 618 102 24 45 4 4 119 143 2.3 33 103

Western Sahara 147 146 101 22 38 5 5 114 ..b 3.4 95 98

Zambia 4 630 4 539 102 26 47 4 3 120 110 2.3 40 99

Zimbabwe 5 874 5 795 101 26 41 4 4 114 138 1.4 35 82

Latin America 
and the Caribbean

Antigua and Barbuda .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 0.6 37 108

Argentina 18 868 18 163 104 18 28 15 12 135 199 1 . 3 90 108

Aruba .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 4.6 .. 126

Bahamas 156 151 103 18 31 8 7 118 200 1.8 89 93

Barbados 140 131 107 15 21 16 11 164 200 0.5 50 122

Belize 119 122 98 23 40 6 7 88 100 2.4 54 72

Bolivia 4 185 4 144 101 22 40 7 6 121 153 2.3 63 88

Brazil 86 113 84 003 103 20 29 9 7 125 154 1.3 81 87

Chile 7 680 7 531 102 18 28 11 9 132 188 1.4 86 97

Colombia 21 407 20 915 102 20 33 7 6 123 153 1.9 74 113

Costa Rica 1 983 2 040 97 21 32 8 7 111 138 2.5 48 73

Cuba 5 589 5 611 100 15 21 14 13 109 119 0.4 75 40

Dominica .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. -0.1 71 93

Dominican Republic 4 176 4 320 97 21 33 7 7 103 120 1.7 65 53

Ecuador 6 296 6 350 99 21 34 7 6 113 145 2.0 65 98

El Salvador 3 195 3 081 104 21 36 8 7 124 171 2.0 47 80

French Guyana .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 4 .2 78 82

Grenada .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 0.3 38 102

Guadeloupe 233 223 104 15 24 14 10 139 200 1.4 100 101

Guatemala 5 645 5 741 98 24 44 5 5 106 118 2.6 40 102

Guyana 436 425 103 20 30 7 6 125 150 0.7 38 80

Haiti 4 183 4 039 104 26 41 6 5 125 138 1.7 36 131

Honduras 3 217 3 269 98 24 42 6 5 113 127 2.8 53 65

Jamaica 1 301 1 282 101 20 31 10 9 116 137 0.9 56 106

Martinique 204 192 106 15 23 16 13 128 200 0.9 95 102

Mexico 49 951 48 931 102 21 33 7 6 118 142 1.6 74 97

Netherlands Antilles 112 105 107 16 25 13 10 127 200 1.1 70 121

Nicaragua 2 551 2 523 101 24 43 5 4 120 175 2.7 56 109

Panama 1 415 1 441 98 20 31 8 8 104 115 1.6 56 88

Paraguay 2 725 2 772 98 23 40 6 5 126 150 2.6 56 90

Peru 12 935 12 726 102 21 33 8 7 115 142 1.7 73 107

Puerto Rico 2 004 1 864 108 16 24 15 13 129 143 0.8 75 106

Saint Kitts and Nevis .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. -0.8 34 102
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Table 1.A (cont’d):

Population

Population
(thousands), 2000

W M

% aged 60 
or over, 2000

W M

Women/100 men, 
2000

60+ 80+

Country or area Women/
100 men,

2000

Urban
population 

(%),
2000

% under
age 15,
2000

% aged
10-19,
2000

Annual 
population

growth (%),
1995 -2000

Women/100
men int’l. 
migrants,

1990
Latin America and 
the Caribbean (cont’d)

Saint Lucia .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 1.4 38 103

St. Vincent/Grenadines .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 0.7 55 106

Suriname 210 207 101 23 30 9 7 127 200 0.4 74 88

Trinidad and Tobago 651 644 101 21 25 10 9 118 125 0.5 74 104

Uruguay 1 718 1 619 106 16 25 19 15 139 187 0.7 91 119

US Virgin Islands .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. -0.9 46 114

Venezuela 12 009 12 161 99 21 34 7 6 116 152 2.0 87 97

Asia

Afghanistan 11 063 11 658 95 20 44 5 5 103 119 2.9 22 86

Armenia 1 808 1 711 106 20 25 15 11 137 240 -0.3 70 ..

Azerbaijan 3 946 3 788 104 20 29 12 9 144 305 0.5 57 ..

Bahrain 266 351 76 18 30 5 5 82 100 2.0 92 39

Bangladesh 63 022 66 133 95 25 35 5 5 97 117 1.7 25 86

Bhutan 1 051 1 073 98 22 43 7 6 111 125 2.8 7 86

Brunei Darussalam 157 172 91 20 32 4 4 100 ..b 2.2 72 73

Cambodia 5 748 5 420 106 24 41 6 4 178 141 2.3 16 90

Chinac 620 477 657 081 94 17 25 11 9 109 185 0.9 32 87d

Hong Kong SAR 3 260 3 666 89 14 17 15 13 104 165 2.1 100 95

Macao SAR 242 232 104 16 23 10 8 121 400 1.9 99 98

Cyprus 393 392 100 16 23 17 14 121 144 1.1 57 102

Dem. People’s Rep. of Korea 11 986 12 053 99 15 28 10 6 155 288 1.6 60 90

East Timor 430 455 95 25 39 5 4 100 100 1.7 8 90

Georgia 2 593 2 375 109 16 22 21 15 148 274 -1.1 61 ..

India 490 466 523 195 94 21 33 8 7 109 125 1.6 28 92

Indonesia 106 276 105 832 100 20 31 8 7 117 139 1.4 41 94

Iran (Islamic Rep. of) 33 358 34 345 97 26 36 6 6 98 109 1.7 62 81

Iraq 11 359 11 756 97 24 41 5 5 111 129 2.8 77 65

Israel 3 133 3 084 102 18 28 15 11 130 151 2.2 91 113

Jordan 3 225 3 445 94 23 42 5 4 104 100 3.0 74 109

Kazakhstan 8 327 7 895 105 20 28 14 9 164 361 -0.4 56 ..

Kuwait 935 1 036 90 24 34 3 4 78 100 3.1 98 75

Kyrgyzstan 2 395 2 304 104 22 35 11 7 151 322 0.6 33 ..

Lao People’s Dem. Republic 2 696 2 737 99 23 44 6 5 110 125 2.6 24 90

Lebanon 1 676 1 606 104 20 33 9 8 119 130 1.7 90 39

Malaysia 10 971 11 273 97 20 34 7 6 111 129 2.0 57 93

Maldives 139 147 95 26 43 5 5 88 ..b 2.8 26 86

Mongolia 1 327 1 335 99 24 35 6 5 121 220 1.7 64 90

Myanmar 22 907 22 704 101 21 28 8 7 115 120 1.2 28 86

Nepal 11 801 12 130 97 24 41 6 6 98 107 2.4 12 251

Occupied 
Palestinian Territorye 555 566 98 23 52 5 4 133 67 4.3 95 67 f

Oman 1 195 1 346 89 24 44 4 4 94 133 3.3 84 50

Pakistan 75 753 80 731 94 23 42 5 5 101 94 2.8 37 97

Philippines 37 640 38 326 98 22 37 6 5 114 138 2.1 59 78
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Table 1.A (cont’d):

Population

Population
(thousands), 2000

W M

% aged 60 
or over, 2000

W M

Women/100 men, 
2000

60+ 80+

Country or area Women/
100 men,

2000

Urban
population 

(%),
2000

% under
age 15,
2000

% aged
10-19,
2000

Annual 
population

growth (%),
1995 -2000

Women/100
men int’l. 
migrants,

1990
Asia (cont’d)

Qatar 209 390 54 17 26 3 5 33 ..b 1.8 93 35

Republic of Korea 23 220 23 624 98 15 21 13 9 142 284 0.8 82 71

Saudi Arabia 9 675 11 932 81 22 41 5 4 89 126 3.4 86 50

Singapore 1 770 1 796 99 13 22 11 10 116 167 1.4 100 111

Sri Lanka 9 514 9 313 102 20 26 10 9 110 108 1.0 24 74

Syrian Arab Republic 7 982 8 143 98 26 41 5 4 112 123 2.5 55 90

Tajikistan 3 105 3 083 101 24 40 8 6 128 207 1.5 28 ..

Thailand 30 772 30 627 100 18 25 10 8 125 168 0.9 22 86

Turkey 32 966 33 624 98 19 28 9 8 115 151 1.7 75 99

Turkmenistan 2 252 2 207 102 23 38 7 5 139 271 1.8 45 ..

United Arab Emirates 897 1 544 58 19 28 4 6 39 100 2.0 86 50

Uzbekistan 12 240 12 078 101 23 37 8 6 135 245 1.6 37 ..

Viet Nam 40 405 39 426 102 22 33 9 6 145 262 1.6 20 72

Yemen 8 983 9 129 98 23 48 4 3 130 133 3.7 25 15

Oceania

American Samoa .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 3.6 53 94

Fiji 402 415 97 22 31 8 7 111 300 1.2 49 98

French Polynesia 114 121 94 20 33 7 6 114 ..b 1.8 53 68

Guam 79 88 90 17 33 8 7 100 ..b 2.1 39 77

Kiribati .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 1.4 39 95

Marshall Islands .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 3.2 72 70

Micronesia (Fed. States of) .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 2.0 28 82

New Caledonia 105 109 96 17 30 9 6 129 ..b 2.1 77 80

Palau .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 2.4 72 58

Papua New Guinea 2 330 2 476 94 22 39 5 5 111 120 2.2 17 81

Samoa 86 94 91 23 38 7 5 120 ..b 1.4 22 88

Solomon Islands 216 228 95 24 43 5 5 100 100 3.1 20 79

Tonga .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 0.3 38 98

Vanuatu 95 95 100 24 42 4 5 80 ..b 2.4 20 90

Developed regions

Albania 1 522 1 592 96 19 29 10 8 114 180 -0.4 42 131

Andorra .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 3.9 93 87

Australia 9 506 9 380 101 14 21 18 15 120 183 1.0 85 97

Austria 4 158 4 052 103 12 17 24 17 146 260 0.5 65 77

Belarus 5 430 4 806 113 16 19 23 15 178 352 -0.3 71 ..

Belgium 5 185 4 976 104 12 17 25 19 137 242 0.1 97 85

Bermuda .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 0.8 100 108

Bosnia and Herzegovina 2 007 1 965 102 16 19 17 13 133 200 3.0 43 ..

Bulgaria 4 226 3 999 106 14 16 23 19 130 162 -0.7 70 131

Canada 15 734 15 413 102 13 19 19 15 126 191 1.0 77 104

Croatia 2 311 2 162 107 14 17 24 17 149 286 -0.1 58 ..

Czech Republic 5 257 4 987 105 13 17 21 15 148 245 -0.2 75 147g

Denmark 2 675 2 618 102 11 18 23 18 131 203 0.3 85 97

Estonia 740 656 113 16 17 24 15 179 329 -1.2 69 ..
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Sources: Prepared by the Statistics Division of the
United Nations Secretariat from the following compila-
tions of the Population Division of the United Nations
Secretariat: for population and all series pertaining to
age-sex composition of the population, World Population
Prospects: The 1998 Revision, “Sex and Age
Quinquennial, 1950-2050”, data set in digital form; for
annual population growth rate, World Population
Prospects: The 1998 Revision, vol. I, Comprehensive
Tables (United Nations publication, Sales No. E.99.XIII.9);
for urban population, World Urbanization Prospects: The
1999 Revision, “Percentage of the population living in
urban areas”, data set in digital form
(POP/DB/WUP/Rev.1999/1/F4); for international migra-
tion, “Trends in Total Migrant Stock by Sex”, revision 4,
data set in digital form (POP/1B/DB/98/4).

Note: Two dots (..) indicate that data are not available
or are not reported separately.
a Data refer to former Ethiopia, which inludes Eritrea.
b Not calculated because the small number of either

men or women aged 80 or over rounds to zero
thousand.

c For statistical purposes, data for China do not
include Hong Kong and Macao Special
Administrative Regions.

d Does not include Hong Kong Special Administrative
Region or Taiwan Province of China.

e Unless otherwise noted, data refer to the Gaza Strip only.
f Data refer to the Gaza Strip and the West Bank.
g Data refer to former Czechoslovakia.
h Data refer to the former USSR.
i Data refer to former Yugoslavia.

Table 1.A (cont’d):

Population

Population
(thousands), 2000

W M

% aged 60 
or over, 2000

W M

Women/100 men, 
2000

60+ 80+

Country or area Women/
100 men,

2000

Urban
population 

(%),
2000

% under
age 15,
2000

% aged
10-19,
2000

Annual 
population

growth (%),
1995 -2000

Women/100
men int’l. 
migrants,

1990
Developed 
regions (cont’d)

Finland 2 652 2 524 105 13 18 23 16 147 277 0.3 67 100

France 30 281 28 798 105 13 19 23 18 137 219 0.4 76 96

Germany 41 954 40 266 104 11 16 27 20 142 286 0.1 88 80

Greece 5 407 5 238 103 12 15 26 22 121 150 0.3 60 105

Hungary 5 239 4 796 109 13 17 23 16 158 229 -0.4 64 106

Iceland 140 141 99 15 23 16 14 115 133 0.9 93 125

Ireland 1 878 1 852 101 16 21 17 14 124 200 0.7 59 100

Italy 29 492 27 806 106 10 14 27 21 135 211 0.0 67 130

Japan 64 621 62 093 104 11 15 26 21 129 209 0.2 79 98

Latvia 1 288 1 069 120 15 18 25 15 194 382 -1.5 69 ..

Liechtenstein .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 1.3 23 83

Lithuania 1 938 1 732 112 15 19 22 14 174 282 -0.3 68 ..

Luxembourg 219 211 104 11 18 22 17 133 267 1.1 92 104

Malta 196 193 102 15 21 19 14 141 200 0.7 91 123

Monaco .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 1.1 100 115

Netherlands 7 968 7 817 102 12 18 21 16 132 228 0.4 89 71

New Zealand 1 959 1 903 103 15 23 17 14 123 195 1.0 86 101

Norway 2 252 2 213 102 12 20 22 17 132 198 0.5 76 100

Poland 19 929 18 836 106 16 19 19 13 152 265 0.1 66 117

Portugal 5 125 4 749 108 12 16 23 18 140 203 0.0 64 110

Republic of Moldova 2 283 2 097 109 18 23 17 12 155 222 0.0 46 ..

Romania 11 369 10 958 104 15 18 21 17 131 177 -0.4 56 131

Russian Federation 78 260 68 674 114 16 18 23 14 189 422 -0.2 78 92h

San Marino .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 1.3 89 115

Slovakia 2 763 2 624 105 16 20 18 13 152 219 0.1 57 ..

Slovenia 1 021 965 106 13 16 22 16 153 267 -0.1 50 ..

Spain 20 253 19 376 105 11 15 24 19 133 201 0.0 78 107

Sweden 4 491 4 419 102 12 18 25 20 126 180 0.3 83 107

Switzerland 3 734 3 652 102 12 17 22 17 135 206 0.7 68 79

The FYR of Macedonia 1 013 1 011 100 16 23 16 13 119 130 0.6 62 ..

Ukraine 26 955 23 501 115 15 18 25 16 175 345 -0.4 68 ..

United Kingdom 29 944 28 886 104 13 19 23 19 130 212 0.2 90 107

United States 141 180 137 177 103 14 21 18 14 132 199 0.8 77 105

Yugoslavia 5 353 5 287 101 15 20 21 16 128 177 0.1 52 132 i
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Table 1.A presents data on female and male populations,
the ratio of women to men, the percentages of total popula-
tion aged 10-19 and under age 15, the percentages of women
and men aged 60 or over, and the ratio of women to men
aged 60 or over and aged 80 or over.

Data in table 1.A have been compiled from estimates and 
projections of population by age group and sex, prepared in
1998 by the Population Division of the United Nations
Secretariat, for countries and areas with a population of at
least 150,000 in 1995. The estimates were made by collecting,
evaluating and adjusting, as necessary, all available data for
the period 1950–1998. For the period 1995–2050, figures are
mostly the result of projections from the year 1995, except for
such cases where reliable, more recent data are available.
These estimates and projections are also included in the
Women’s Indicators and Statistics Database (Wistat).

Table 1.A also presents statistics on the annual rate of popula-
tion growth, the percentage of urban population in the total
population and the sex ratio of the international migrant pop-
ulation. Data on the annual rate of population growth were
prepared in 1998 by the Population Division of the United
Nations Secretariat and published in World Population
Prospects: The 1998 Revision, vol. 1, Comprehensive Tables
and are also available in Wistat.a Estimates of the urban popu-
lation are also made by the Population Division and are pub-
lished in World Urbanization Prospects: The 1999 Revision.b

The approach used in estimating rates of population growth
assumes exponential growth. The growth rate shown is an
annual average over the five-year period indicated.

Urban-rural classification of population follows the national cen-
sus definition and varies from one country or area to another.
National definitions are usually based on criteria that may
include any of the following: size of population in a locality, pop-
ulation density, distance between built-up areas, predominant
type of economic activity, legal or administrative boundaries,
and such urban characteristics as specific services and facilities.

Estimates of the ratio of women to men among international
migrants are taken from the database Trends in Total Migrant
Stock, maintained by the Population Division. Estimates of
migrant stock are based on the number of foreign-born or the
foreign residents in a country enumerated by national popula-
tion censuses and sample surveys, and complemented by the
number of refugees in a country. Statistics on the foreign-
born provide only a crude measure of the volume and compo-
sition of migration during an indefinite number of years prior
to the census. International comparability of this indicator is
affected, among other things, by the fact that some countries
report data on non-citizens rather than on the foreign-born.

a United Nations publication, Sales No. E.00.XVII.4.
b United Nations publication, forthcoming.

Technical notes
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Message from the Secretary-General

The United Nations is in a unique position to compile
and analyse data on the realities of women’s lives in

countries around the world. A precise understanding of
the economic and social roles of women and men in dif-
ferent societies is essential in designing policies and pro-
grammes at national and international levels to achieve
gender equality. The World’s Women 2000: Trends and
Statistics is the only publication of its kind to present and
interpret relevant statistics on how conditions are chang-
ing—or not changing—for women worldwide.

The World’s Women: Trends and Statistics was first
published by the United Nations in 1991. A new edition
was requested for the 1995 Fourth World Conference
on Women, held in Beijing. This third edition is timed
to coincide with the twenty-third special session of the
General Assembly, which is being held in New York
from 5 to 9 June 2000 to review progress since the his-
toric Beijing conference and to set in motion future
actions for further implementation of the Beijing
Platform for Action.

The World’s Women 2000: Trends and Statistics pres-
ents new and updated statistics on population, the fam-
ily, health, education and communication, work, and
politics and human rights. As in previous editions,
analysis is provided to increase awareness of the strides
that have been made in bringing the world’s women into
the global community and the challenges that still lie
before us. Statistics can—and must—play an important
role in accomplishing these goals.

I urge Governments, non-governmental organiza-
tions, researchers, academics and activists around the
world to make practical use of this information to help
ensure that all women can enjoy their full human rights
and dignity.

Kofi A. Annan
Secretary-General
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T
his third edition of The World’s Women:
Trends and Statistics provides an update of
statistics and indicators on the situation of
women and men around the world in sev-
eral broad policy areas. The World’s Women
is a comprehensive and authoritative com-

pilation of existing data and a source of gender-spe-
cific information. Non-technical language and a
simple design have been employed to make the book
accessible to a large audience and to respond to the
needs of different users, including policy makers,
planners, the media and all institutions concerned
with gender issues.

A wide range of statistics from international and
national sources was assembled for The World’s
Women 2000 but many gaps remain—in coverage of
important topics, in timeliness, in comparisons with
men, in comparisons over time and in country cover-
age. The publication is, therefore, also intended to act
as a guide for stimulating work by the international
system and by national statistical agencies to address
data gaps and revise methods of data collection and
analysis, taking into account gender differences and
the specific situations of women and men.

Much of the basic data presented in the publica-
tion are contained in much greater detail in the
Women’s Indicators and Statistics Database (Wistat),
Version 4, CD-ROM (United Nations publication,
Sales No. E.00.XVII.4), prepared by the United
Nations Statistics Division.

The World’s Women 2000 was prepared by the
Statistics Division, with the assistance of the Division
for the Advancement of Women, Department of
Economic and Social Affairs of the United Nations
Secretariat. Many United Nations bodies and organi-
zations provided statistics, special studies and sub-
stantive guidance in their respective fields of expertise,
including the Population Division of the Department
of Economic and Social Affairs, the Office of the
United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, the
Economic Commission for Latin America and the
Caribbean, the International Labour Office (ILO), the
United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural
Organization (UNESCO), the United Nations
Children’s Fund (UNICEF) and the World Bank. The
World Health Organization (WHO) prepared data
and substantive inputs for the section entitled
“Violence against women”. In addition, the Inter-
Parliamentary Union provided data and substantive
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inputs for the preparation of the section entitled
“Women’s participation in political decision-making”.

Francesca Perucci was principal author of The
World’s Women 2000 and Martha Riche provided sub-
stantive editing, as consultants to the United Nations.

Joann Vanek, Erlinda Go and Grace Bediako of the
Gender Statistics Programme, United Nations
Statistics Division, advised on the project and pre-
pared the final draft. They were assisted by Ruth
Cullen, Elizabeth Gould and Mary Jane G. Novenario-
Reese, as consultants to the United Nations, and by
Genene Zewge.

Other staff members of the United Nations
Secretariat reviewed parts of the manuscript and pro-
vided substantive advice: Alice Clague, Jane Connors,
Margarita Guerrero, Maria Hartl, Angela Me, Mary
Beth Weinberger and Ibrahim Yansaneh.

The following individuals also provided substantive
guidance: Elisabeth Aahman, WHO; Carla AbouZahr,
WHO; Marcia Almey, Statistics Canada; Rosa Bravo,
ECLAC; Teresa Castro Martin, Instituto de Economía y
Geografía, Madrid; Marty Chen, Howard University;
Monica Fong, World Bank; Claudia Garcia-Moreno,
WHO; Howard Hayghe, United States Bureau of Labor
Statistics; Birgitta Hedman, Statistics Sweden; Britta
Hoem, Statistics Sweden; Bela Hovy, UNHCR; Joanna
Jackson, ILO; Eric Jensen, Johns Hopkins University;
Lawrence Johnson, ILO; Vasantha Kandiah, Population
Division; Stefano Lazzari, UNAIDS; Cynthia Lloyd,
Population Council; Alan López, WHO; Alain
Marcoux, FAO; Madhu Bala Nath, UNIFEM; Keiko
Osaki, Population Division; Christine Pintat, IPU;
Detelina Radoeva, FAO; Mario Raviglione, WHO;
Shahra Razavi, UNRISD; Torild Skard, Ministry of
Foreign Affairs, Norway; Constance Sorrentino,
United States Bureau of Labor Statistics; Iris Tetford,
WHO; Manuela Tomei, ILO; Mukund Uplekar, WHO;
Tessa Wardlaw, UNICEF; Peter Whitten, Eurostat;
Derek Yach, WHO; Soon-Young Yoon, WHO; and
Hania Zlotnik, Population Division.

Consulting assistance was provided by Robert
Blackburn, assisted by Brad Brooks; Jacques Charmes;
Gustavo De Santis; Margaret Gallagher; Catherine de
Guibert-Lantoine; Andrew Harvey; Pamela Nichols
Marcucci; Silvana Salvini, assisted by Lisa Francovich;
and Muthu Subramanian.

Information on progress in generating gender sta-
tistics presented in “main findings and future direc-
tions” was provided by the following individuals: Rosa
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Bravo, ECLAC; Carmelita Ericta, ESCAP; Guadalupe
Espinosa, UNIFEM; Birgitta Hedman, Statistics
Sweden; Ahmed Hussein, ESCWA; Yoichi Ito, Hosei
University, Japan; Randi Kjeldstad, Central Bureau of
Statistics, Norway; Lene Mikkelsen, ECE; Debbie
Taylor, Community Agency for Social Enquiry, South
Africa; Eeva-Sisko Veikkola, Statistics Finland;

Sigridur Vilhjalmsdottir, Statistics Iceland; and
Romulo Virola, National Statistical Coordination
Board, Philippines.

Rocco Callari and Paul Kazarov of the United
Nations Secretariat provided invaluable assistance.

The World’s Women 2000 was designed by Cynthia
Rhett/Shostak Studios Inc. ■
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T
he World’s Women 2000 presents statistics
and analyses in a format and language that
non-specialists can readily understand. Each
chapter covers a broad policy area, highlight-
ing the main findings on the situation of
women and men worldwide.

Statistical sources and reliability 
and timeliness of data
The statistics and indicators on women and men are
compiled mainly from official national and interna-
tional sources, as these are consistently authoritative
and comprehensive, and allow for comparison
among countries. Other sources and estimates that
have been subjected to peer review are used to sup-
plement official sources.

The World’s Women 2000 is not intended for use
as a primary source for the data presented, and every
effort has been made to fully cite and document the
sources drawn on. For specialized research and
analyses in the fields covered, the reader is urged to
consult the original sources.

The data sources used for most of the main tables
and many of the charts are presented in the “Statistical
sources” section at the end of the book. Most of these
data are also contained in more detail in the Women’s
Indicators and Statistics Database (Wistat), Version 4,
CD-ROM (United Nations publication, Sales No.
E.00.XVII.4), prepared by the United Nations
Statistics Division. The charts and graphs in The
World’s Women 2000 also draw on a wide variety of
more specialized studies, several of them undertaken
especially for this publication. Since these studies are
cited in the source notes that accompany each chart,
reference notes are not included in discussions of
information from charts in the text.

Timeliness of data is always a concern. Unfortunately,
most international data often become available at
least one to three years after the time period to which
they refer.

In The World’s Women 2000, some current-year esti-
mates are incorporated but most series are based on
census data, which in some cases are more than a
decade old, or survey data that may be at least five or 10
years old. Surveys in specialized fields, such as illiteracy
or cohabitation, may also be undertaken infrequently.
Because internationally comparable data are often five
to 10 years old, we have attempted to supplement them
with recent data. However, the recent data are often

available only for a small number of countries or for
limited areas within a particular country. We have tried
to describe these situations when they occur.

Countries, areas and geographical groupings
The basic grouping of countries is by continental
region. While there is no United Nations standard
for defining a country or area as developed or devel-
oping, these terms are applied for statistical and
analytical purposes and do not express a judgement
about the stage of development that a particular
country or area has reached.

In general, the countries and areas covered are the
same as those in the Women’s Indicators and Statistics
Database (Wistat). Included are 207 countries or
areas, comprising all United Nations Member States,
and countries and areas with a population greater
than 50,000. For a full listing of regions, subregions
and countries included, see Annex II.

When data are provided for any region in charts
(for example, the listing of countries in which many
households lack basic amenities), the only countries
shown are those for which data are available. Such list-
ings cannot, therefore, be considered exhaustive. In
the main tables at the end of each chapter, two dots (..)
indicate that data are not available for a country.

The designations employed and the form in which
material is presented in The World’s Women 2000 do
not in any way reflect or express the opinion of the
Secretariat of the United Nations concerning the legal
status of any country, territory, city or area, or that of
its authorities, or concerning the delimitation of its
frontiers or boundaries.

Presentation of data 
for regions and subregions
Regional and subregional averages are based on
unweighted data for the countries and areas for which
data are available. If country data were weighted by
population, regional and subregional averages would
mainly reflect the situation in one or two large coun-
tries. Use of unweighted data also allows for compari-
son with previous editions of The World’s Women.

Statistical symbols and conventions
The following symbols are used to indicate reference
periods of more than one year:
● A dash (-) between two consecutive years (e.g., 1994-
1995) indicates coverage of the full period of two years;
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● A dash between two years that are not consecutive
(for example 1995–2000) indicates an average over the
full period. This convention is used for many demo-
graphic indicators;
● A slash (/) between two consecutive years indicates a
financial year, school year or crop year (for example
1994/1995);
● A slash between two years that are not consecutive
indicates that the countries considered have data for
one of the years in the interval (for example, 1990/1998
indicates that countries listed each have data for one of
the survey years between 1990 and 1998).

The following symbols are used in the tables:
● A point (.) indicates decimals;
● A minus sign (-) before a number indicates a deficit
or decrease, except as indicated;
● 0 or 0.0 indicates magnitude zero or less than half of
unit employed;
● Two dots (..) indicate that data are not available or
are not separately reported;
● Reference to dollars ($) indicates U.S. dollars, unless
otherwise stated;
Details and percentages in tables do not necessarily
add to totals because of rounding. ■
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List of abbreviations and acronyms:

DHS Demographic and Health Surveys

ECA Economic Commission for Africa

ECLAC Economic Commission for Latin
America and the Caribbean
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ESCAP Economic and Social Commission 
for Asia and the Pacific

ESCWA Economic and Social Commission 
for Western Asia

ILO International Labour Office

ISCO International Standard 
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UNDP United Nations Development
Programme

UNESCO United Nations Educational, Scientific
and Cultural Organization

UNFPA United Nations Population Fund
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UNICEF United Nations Children’s Fund

UNIFEM United Nations Development 
Fund for Women
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I
n the Beijing Declaration adopted by the 1995
Fourth World Conference on Women, participat-
ing Governments “determined to advance the
goals of equality, development and peace for all
women everywhere in the interest of all humanity”.
The twenty-first century opens with this question:

“Are these goals for women being met?” Some assert
that progress for women is occurring rapidly, pro-
claiming that new technologies and globalization will
benefit women and men equally. Others point out
how, in some countries, the hard-won gains for
women have been suddenly lost during dramatic eco-
nomic and political transitions. Still others argue that
while progress has been made, real change in the qual-
ity of women’s lives—the achievement of social, eco-
nomic and political equality and basic human
rights—will take years to accomplish.

During the last decade, international conferences
have sought to reshape a vision of women’s lives. In
Vienna, in 1993, the World Conference on Human
Rights asserted that women’s rights are human rights.
In Cairo, in 1994, the International Conference on
Population and Development (ICPD) built on this
assertion and placed women’s rights, empowerment
and health, including reproductive health, at the cen-
tre of population and sustainable development poli-
cies and programmes. At the Beijing Conference, the
world’s Governments reached a consensus on a
Platform for Action that “seeks to promote and pro-
tect the full enjoyment of all human rights and the
fundamental freedoms of all women throughout
their life cycle”.

In the last seven years, Governments, institutions
and non-governmental organizations have worked at
every level to implement and incorporate the agendas
of these conferences into national programmes for
action. The success—or lack of success—of these
efforts is the subject of The World’s Women 2000:
Trends and Statistics. The publication is also a response
to a 1998 request to the Secretary-General from the
United Nations General Assembly to provide a compi-
lation of updated statistics and indicators on the situa-
tion of women and girls in countries around the world.

The World’s Women 2000 is the third in a series of
reports (the other two issued in 1991 and 1995) that
look at the status of women through the lens of statis-
tical data and analysis. The information and data in
the present publication are intended to provide a
“snapshot” of some of the more salient statistical find-

ings since 1995, while also drawing out recent changes
and long-term trends. As in the past two editions of
The World’s Women, the present edition compiles and
analyses the data that are available from countries in
the United Nations statistical system. While these data
are essential for a comprehensive view, they do have a
problem of timeliness. Data based on censuses are
generally collected in a 10-year cycle and household
surveys are often not collected on a regular basis.
Furthermore, once these data are collected, tabulation
and delivery to the international statistical services
can take years, particularly in the developing regions
where there are scant resources for statistical activities.
As a result, analysts must rely on data that are often
not current in preparing and producing reports, thus
limiting assessment of the most recent trends.

In six chapters, The World’s Women 2000 focuses on
the status of women in six specific fields of concern:
population, women and men in families, health, edu-
cation and communication, work, and human rights
and politics. Measuring women’s progress in these and
other areas is a new and evolving discipline—one that
depends on the availability of basic demographic,
social and economic data. It also depends on the abili-
ty of countries to meet the challenges of the increasing
demand for data, following on the recommendations
of the global conferences.

Even basic statistical series on women and men,
such as literacy, health and causes of death, family sta-
tus and economic activity, including income inequali-
ty, are not collected and tabulated routinely in many
countries. Vital statistics registration systems, which
compile data on births, deaths, marriages, divorces
etc., do not exist in many countries of developing
regions. Where data, including vital statistics, are col-
lected and tabulated, countries often use different
indicators or definitions of indicators, making cross-
country analysis difficult and sometimes unreliable. In
other areas, experience is limited on how data are to
be collected and only a few countries have collected
data on topics such as violence against women, time-
use and school drop-outs.

The topics within each field of concern in The
World’s Women 2000 were shaped both by the avail-
ability of data and by the calls for action emerging
from the global conferences. For example, the global
conferences made certain life-stage categories—e.g.,
the girl and boy child, adolescent girls and boys,
women and men in the reproductive years, and older
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women and men—central in setting priorities in
policies and programmes. Reflecting these new pri-
orities, emphasis has been placed in The World’s
Women 2000 on specific age groups, especially in the
chapters on population, women and men in families,
health, and work.

Following on ICPD and its five-year review and the
Beijing Conference, The World’s Women 2000 looks at
statistical studies that take into account the rights and
responsibilities of women and men to determine the
size of their families, to have access to contraceptive
services and products, and to have access to adequate
maternal care.

Following up on the Beijing Platform for Action,
the present publication takes a more comprehensive
approach to work than earlier editions. In addition to
data on paid employment, the chapter on work pro-
vides data on the informal sector, unpaid work in fam-
ily enterprises and unpaid housework, as well as on
economic activity in the formal sector. It also
describes new efforts directed toward measurement of
the overall contributions of women and men to
national and regional economies.

Responding to calls from recent world conferences,
The World’s Women 2000 also provides, in its chapter on
human rights and political decision-making, new data
on violence against women—including sexual violence,
female genital mutilation and trafficking in women.

While each chapter in the present publication pro-
vides new findings in each of the subject areas, as well
as up-to-date country and regional analysis of both
new and earlier data, a number of cross-cutting
themes emerge that point to changes—some positive,
some negative—occurring in women’s lives at the
beginning of the twenty-first century.

A closing but persistent gender gap 
in education
The Framework for Action to implement the 1990
World Declaration on Education for All, the ICPD
Programme of Action and the Beijing Platform for
Action all place priority on the education of women as
a human right. Women’s equal access to education is
seen as key to improving the health, nutrition and
education of the family as a whole, as well as to
empowering women to participate more fully in the
development process. Among the targets set for
Governments by the Beijing Platform for Action were:
to close the gender gap in primary and secondary
school education by the year 2005; to reduce the
female illiteracy rate by, for example, providing uni-
versal access to the completion of primary education
for girls by the year 2000; and to eliminate gender dis-

parities in access to all areas of higher education.
The gender gap in enrolment in primary and sec-

ondary levels of schooling is closing. Enrolment has
improved more for girls than for boys in regions
where girls’ enrolment was significantly lower than
boys’—in Northern Africa, sub-Saharan Africa
(excluding Southern Africa), Southern Asia and
Western Asia. In South America and the Caribbean,
enrolment ratios for girls and boys, which were at the
same level in the past, improved more for girls than
for boys, resulting in a gender gap now in favour of
girls. In Eastern Asia, with slightly improved enrol-
ment ratios for girls and declining ratios for boys,
there are now more girls than boys enrolled. In
Southern Africa, the gender gap in favour of girls in
the past still exists but has narrowed because of a
much larger improvement in boys’ enrolment.

However, it is unlikely that the gender gap in edu-
cation will be fully closed by the target date of 2005.
In 22 countries of Africa and nine countries of Asia,
the gap is still wide, with data showing enrolment
ratios for girls less than 80 per cent that of boys.
Furthermore, girls’ access to and completion of pri-
mary and secondary education are still limited, par-
ticularly in rural areas, and girls are more likely than
boys to drop out of school (except in the developed
regions and in Latin America and the Caribbean).

Nearly two thirds of the illiterates in the world are
women. Improvements in school enrolment over the
years have resulted in generally higher literacy rates
among younger adults but a large gender gap in favour
of men continues to disadvantage women. The popu-
lations for which the gender gaps in enrolment and lit-
eracy are the widest—Southern Asia and sub-Saharan
Africa—are also among the fastest growing. This sug-
gests that there will continue to be enormous numbers
of illiterate women in the world—many more than
men. In fact, the United Nations Educational, Scientific
and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) projects no
decline in the gap in literacy between women and men
over age 15 for the year 2025.

In higher education, women have made significant
gains in enrolment in most regions of the world.
Recently, for example, women’s enrolment in higher
education surpassed that of men in the Caribbean and
Western Asia and is now equal to that of men in South
America—although in all of these subregions, enrol-
ment levels are still below 20 per 1,000 for women and
for men. Enrolment ratios are higher for women than
for men in many countries of Europe and in the
United States and New Zealand. Enrolment in third-
level education is the highest in the world in Australia,
Canada and the United States. The lowest ratios of
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third-level education enrolments are found in many
countries of sub-Saharan Africa—4 third-level stu-
dents per 1,000 men and 2 or less per 1,000 women.

Women’s lives shaped by decisions 
of the reproductive years 
International conferences over the last decade have
recognized women’s right to quality reproductive
health and reproductive services as an intrinsic com-
ponent of their basic right to health and well-being.
The ICPD Programme of Action, in particular, urged
Governments to use their primary health-care systems
to make reproductive health services available to all
individuals throughout their reproductive years by
2015. Women’s overall health, and especially their
reproductive health, was recognized as being linked to
their educational, economic and social status.

The Beijing Platform for Action considers that
early marriage and early motherhood can severely
curtail educational and employment opportunities
for women and are likely to have a long-term adverse
effects on their and their children’s quality of life.
Therefore, recent declines in early marriage and early
childbearing in most regions of the world imply a sig-
nificant change in the quality of women’s lives. There
are, however, exceptions to this overall pattern—for
example, in 3 of 5 countries in Southern Asia and 11
of 30 countries in sub-Saharan Africa for which recent
data are available, at least 30 per cent of young women
aged 15 to 19 have been married.

Births to young women have also declined in
some regions—for example, in Eastern Asia,
Northern Africa and Western Europe, average birth
rates declined by 50 per cent over the last two
decades. However, fertility rates for young women
have decreased only slightly or have stayed the same
in Southern Asia, sub-Saharan Africa and the devel-
oped regions outside Europe.

The framework of the ICPD Programme of Action
asserts the basic right of all couples and individuals to
decide freely and responsibly the number, spacing and
timing of their children and to have the information
and means to do so. Monitoring childbearing under
this broader concept of reproductive rights—in terms
of desired family size, unmet need for contraception
and the provision of maternal care—is now incorpo-
rated into the data-collection systems of many coun-
tries. The number of children desired (as expressed by
women) has declined significantly in developing
regions. The largest absolute decline is in some coun-
tries of sub-Saharan Africa, where women want, on
average, two fewer children today than in the 1980s.

Whether women and men achieve their desired

family size often depends on whether the demand for
contraceptives is met. Unmet need for contraception is
highest in sub-Saharan Africa, where nearly 30 per cent
of women surveyed between 1988 and 1997, who either
did not want another child or wanted to delay their
next birth, had not been using contraception. In Asia
and Northern Africa, unmet need was relatively low.

Contraceptive use has increased in most develop-
ing regions since 1980, and the trend continues in
recent years. In most regions of the world, more than
half of currently married women of reproductive age
use contraceptives. However, in sub-Saharan Africa,
levels of use are below 20 per cent. Low levels of use
are also found in some countries in all other devel-
oping regions.

In all regions—and in almost all countries—fer-
tility rates are declining, but the world’s population
is still increasing. The downward trend in overall
levels of fertility has continued around the world
and the upward trend observed during the 1980s in
some developed countries—Finland, Sweden and
the United States—has reversed. Although fertility
has declined in most countries of sub-Saharan
Africa, fertility in that region remains the highest in
the world, at 5.4 births per woman.

Despite lower fertility rates, many women still lack
access to reproductive health services. This situation
has been universally recognized as a leading factor in
maternal and infant morbidity and mortality. In
developing countries, for example, maternal mortali-
ty continues to be a leading cause of death for women
of reproductive age. The World Health Organization
(WHO) and the United Nations Children’s Fund
(UNICEF) estimate that a woman’s lifetime risk of
dying from maternal causes is 1 in 16 in Africa, while
a woman’s risk is 1 in 1,400 in Europe. Furthermore,
millions of women suffer from injuries and disabili-
ties from maternal causes, often for the rest of their
lives. WHO estimates that more than a quarter of all
adult women in developing regions have pregnancy-
related health problems.

Although new importance is being placed on
women’s reproductive health and “safe motherhood”,
data are not yet available to show whether the new
concern with safe motherhood has been translated
into improved maternal care. Recent data show that
many women in developing countries receive little or
no skilled prenatal or delivery care—services thought
to play a major role in the reduction of maternal mor-
tality and morbidity. For example, around half of preg-
nant women in most countries of Southern Asia and
one third of women in many countries of Africa
receive no prenatal care (WHO recommends a mini-
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mum of four prenatal consultations for a normal preg-
nancy). Moreover, in many countries of sub-Saharan
Africa and in Southern Asia, about 60 per cent of
women have no skilled attendant present at delivery,
and even fewer women deliver in health facilities.

According to recent data, the timing of marriage is
changing and the composition of the family continues
to be diverse. For example, most people still marry but
they marry later in life, especially women. In some
countries of developing regions, consensual unions
remain common, while polygynous unions are com-
mon in parts of Africa. In developed countries, mar-
riages preceded by a period of cohabitation have
increased and remarriage after divorce is more often
postponed or never occurs.

In developed regions, since 1990, births outside
marriage have increased greatly and lone-parent fam-
ilies (families in which children are raised by only one
parent) are becoming more common. In addition, in
developing regions, many children live away from
their parents—for example, at least one third of girls
and one fifth of boys aged 12 to 14 in some countries
of sub-Saharan Africa.

Women still seeking influence
The Beijing Platform for Action recognized that
without the active participation of women and the
incorporation of women’s perspectives at all levels
of decision-making, the goals of equality, develop-
ment and peace for women and men cannot be
achieved. This recognition itself grew out of the
active participation of women. Women, individually
and as members and leaders of non-governmental
organizations, have organized at the grass-roots,
national and international levels to press Governments
and international organizations to address issues cen-
tral in the lives of women, including women’s human
rights, violence against women, reproductive health
and unpaid work. They have engaged in education
programmes to raise awareness, worked for legisla-
tion in these areas and lobbied for new data collec-
tion and analysis on topics of concern to women.
The impact of their work is shown throughout the
present publication.

With the support and encouragement of women’s
groups around the world, Governments were urged at
the Beijing Conference to take measures to ensure
women’s access to, and full participation in, gover-
nance and leadership. However, in the years since the
Conference, women’s participation in the top levels of
government and business has not markedly increased.

During the first part of 2000, only nine women
were heads of State or Government. In 1998, 8 per

cent of the world’s cabinet ministers were women,
compared to 6 per cent in 1994. Sweden is the only
country with a majority of women ministers—55
per cent. Worldwide, more progress has been made
in the appointment of women to sub-ministerial
positions, particularly in the Caribbean and the
developed regions outside of Europe, where women
hold approximately 20 per cent of sub-ministerial
positions.

Gender parity in parliamentary representation is
also still far from being realized. In 1999, women rep-
resented 11 per cent of parliamentarians worldwide,
compared to 9 per cent in 1987. Women’s representa-
tion, on average, was highest in Western Europe (21
per cent) and in the developed regions outside Europe
(18 per cent). Only the Nordic countries and the
Netherlands have at least one third women parlia-
mentarians.

Women are faring no better in the corporate world.
For example, in 1999, women accounted for 11 to 12
per cent of corporate officers in the 500 largest corpo-
rations in the United States. While women accounted
for 12 per cent of the corporate officers of the 560
largest corporations in Canada in 1999, they occupied
only 3 per cent of the highest positions of those cor-
porations. In Germany, in 1995, between 1 and 3 per
cent of top executives and board directors in the
70,000 largest enterprises were women.

While women’s share of administrative and man-
agerial workers rose between 1980 and the early
1990s in every region of the world, except Southern
Asia, the proportion of women in these positions is
still low. For example, women’s share at least dou-
bled in sub-Saharan Africa (from 7 to 14 per cent)
and in Western Asia (from 4 to 9 per cent). Even in
developed regions outside Europe, women’s share is
only 35 per cent, although it has increased from 16
per cent since 1980.

The Beijing Platform for Action also highlights
the potential of the new communications technolo-
gies to empower women and to advance their con-
cerns. Girls, however, are much less likely than boys
to enrol in mathematics and computer science cours-
es, and, in a recent survey, men outnumbered women
by about three to one among those planning careers
in computer or information sciences. While, in some
countries, women represent a rapidly increasing pro-
portion of Internet users, they are more likely than
men to lack the basic literacy and computer skills
required for access to the emerging information and
communications fields. Today, for the most part, a
small minority of the population has access to the
Internet, even in developed regions.
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Toward a more comprehensive 
approach to work
As part of the Beijing Platform for Action, statisticians
were called upon to develop a more comprehensive
knowledge of all forms of work and employment.
Efforts to improve measurement of women’s participa-
tion and contribution to the economy and of the con-
ditions of their work have been under way for some
years and were strengthened by the Beijing
Conference. Often, standard concepts and measure-
ments inadequately represent the reality of women’s
work, however, and available statistics are still far from
providing a strong basis for its assessment.

Over the past two decades, women’s economic
activity rates increased in all regions except sub-
Saharan Africa, the transition economies of Eastern
Europe and Central Asia, and Oceania. The largest
increase occurred in South America, where rates rose
from 26 to 45 per cent between 1980 and 1997. The
lowest rates were found in Northern Africa and
Western Asia, where less than one third of women
were economically active.

An important aspect of these increasing rates of
economic participation is that more women are in the
labour force during their reproductive years. In Asia
and Africa, women have always remained in the
labour force until well beyond their reproductive peri-
od. But in other regions—in Latin America and the
Caribbean, Europe, North America and Oceania—
economic activity rates peaked for women in their
early twenties throughout the 1970s. Now, according
to regional data for 1990, labour force participation
rates are high for women in their twenties, rise
through their thirties and decline only after age 50.
Increasingly, women remain in the labour force dur-
ing their childbearing and child-rearing years because
women now have fewer children and even those with
young children are now likely to be employed.

Although the gender gap in rates of economic
activity is narrowing, the nature of women’s and
men’s participation in the labour force continues to be
very different. Women still have to reconcile family
responsibilities and market work and they work in
different jobs and occupations than men, most often
with lower status. Women have always engaged in the
less formal types of work, working as unpaid workers
in a family business, in the informal sector or in vari-
ous types of household economic activities. They also
continue to receive less pay than men. In manufactur-
ing, for example, in 27 of the 39 countries with data
available, women’s wages were 20 to 50 per cent less
than those of men. However, the limited data suggest
that the differential between women’s and men’s earn-

ings narrowed between 1990 and 1997 in the majority
of these countries.

In many regions—in Africa, South America,
Southern Asia and Eastern and Southern Europe, self-
employment in non-agricultural activities, such as
petty trading, service repairs, transport and small
manufacturing, increased between 1970 and 1990. In
these regions, women’s self-employment as a propor-
tion of the non-agricultural labour force has grown.
The largest increase was in sub-Saharan Africa, where
women’s self-employment grew from 44 to 90 per cent
between 1970 and 1990. There is also evidence that
more self-employed women are becoming involved in
the micro and small enterprise sector. For example,
the number of women business owners and operators
rose in nearly every Organisation for Economic
Cooperation and Development (OECD) country dur-
ing the last decade.

Close to half or more of the female non-agricul-
tural labour force is in the informal sector in seven
of the 10 Latin American countries for which data
are available and in four Asian countries. In India
and Indonesia, for example, nine out of every 10
women not working in agriculture are working in
the informal sector.

Official statistics on home-based work—work per-
formed in the home for an outside enterprise for
wages or in-kind remuneration—are scarce and, even
where they are collected, the statistics probably under-
estimate its prevalence. However, data available for the
1990s indicate that home-based work is an important
and expanding source of employment worldwide, and
that women predominate in this sector. The unsatis-
factory conditions of home-based workers are also a
source of concern. In 1996, the ILO International
Convention on Home Work recognized the rights of
home-based workers to treatment equal to that of
other workers, and set a standard for minimum pay
and working conditions.

Perhaps the major factor still influencing gender-
based differentials in the labour market is the division
of labour within the household—the time spent in the
unpaid work of cleaning, caring for family members
and preparing meals. Seven national studies under-
taken between 1995 and 1999 in seven countries
(mainly in the developed regions) show that women
continue to spend substantially more time on unpaid
work than men, even as they get old. Moreover, in
most countries surveyed, the presence of small chil-
dren requires women to allocate more time than men
to unpaid work. It is difficult to tell from the data at
hand if there has been any movement in recent years
toward gender equality in unpaid work.
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The toll of HIV/AIDS on the world’s women
The HIV/AIDS pandemic continues to wreak havoc
throughout the world and is of growing concern at
every level of life: families are being decimated; social
services are becoming overburdened; and the develop-
ment prospects of entire countries are being threat-
ened. Moreover, there is evidence to suggest that the
toll of HIV/AIDS on women may be increasing.

According to recent Joint United Nations
Programme on HIV/AIDS (UNAIDS) global esti-
mates, women now account for almost half of the 32.4
million adults currently living with HIV/AIDS and of
the 12.7 million adults who have died from the disease
since the epidemic began. In 1999, 52 per cent of the
2.1 million adults who died from AIDS worldwide
were women. The majority of these deaths occurred in
sub-Saharan Africa, where women account for 55 per
cent of those infected with HIV/AIDS—i.e., there are
12 African women currently infected with the virus
for every 10 African men. Women’s risk of becoming
infected with HIV during unprotected sexual inter-
course is also known to be two to four times higher
than that of men.

The Beijing Platform for Action recognized that
social and cultural factors often increase women’s vul-
nerability to HIV and may determine the course that
the infection takes in their lives. Women too often do
not have the power to insist on safe and responsible
sex practices and have little access to public health
information and services, both of which have been
found to be effective in preventing the disease and/or
slowing its progress.

HIV/AIDS reaches beyond women’s health to their
roles as mothers and caregivers and their contribu-
tions to the economic support of their families. This
requires that Governments continue to collect and
analyze gender-disaggregated data on the prevalence
and consequences of HIV/AIDS.

Progress in generating gender statistics
The production and dissemination of gender-sensitive
data have increased with each of the world confer-
ences on women, slowly at first but gaining new
momentum by the time of the Fourth World
Conference on Women in Beijing in 1995. While a
great deal of work had been done on gender statistics
before Beijing, there was much more left to be done,
both in countries and by international agencies. The
Beijing Platform for Action outlined a comprehensive
set of actions to “generate and disseminate gender-dis-
aggregated data and information for planning and
evaluation” (see annex 1, which reproduces strategic objective

H.3 of the Platform for Action).

Many of the actions required to implement the
comprehensive mandates on gender statistics put
forth by the Beijing Conference are under way. In
addition to the data and analysis presented in The
World’s Women 2000, the following represent some of
these efforts:

Some developments in disaggregated 
data collection
For many years, most national statistical agencies have
had a policy of disaggregating data by sex and age
whenever it is appropriate to do so. The Beijing
Platform for Action also gave new importance to the
reflection in statistics of all issues relating to women
and men in society. These mandates have received
support in legislative statements and in other direc-
tives. Some examples include:
● The Statistical Commission of the United Nations
reported to its legislative body (the Economic and
Social Council) that, as a basic working method, the
Commission incorporates a gender perspective in its
work by (a) advising countries to collect, compile and
analyse statistics related to individuals disaggregated
by sex; (b) ensuring that gender stereotypes are not
implicit in country data-collection programmes and
methods; and (c) ensuring that statistics reflect prob-
lems, issues and questions related to women and men
in society;
● The South Africa Statistics Act of 1998 underlines
the necessity of disaggregating statistics by sex;
● Republic Act 7192 in the Philippines—the Women
in Development and Nation-Building Act—mandates
all Government agencies to collect sex-disaggregated
data and to include such data in their programmes;
● In Finland, a chapter on the improvement of statis-
tics was included in the 1997 National Plan for
Promoting Gender Equality;
● In Iceland, the 1998 Parliamentary resolution on a
four-year action programme for gender equality
requests that all ministries and official institutions
present statistics by sex;
● In Sweden, the Ordinance of Official Statistics states
that “official statistics related to individuals should—
if no special contradictory reasons exist—be disaggre-
gated by sex”;
● In the United Kingdom in 1997, the Social Statistics
Committee of the Government Statistical Service
agreed on a statistical policy on the collection and dis-
semination of statistics disaggregated by sex;
● A 1999 expert meeting of the Economic Commission
for Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC) agreed
on a comprehensive plan for the development of gen-
der statistics in the region.
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Policy-oriented publications 
on gender statistics
The general approach in the development of gender
statistics has involved efforts to promote dialogue and
understanding between statisticians and the various
users of statistics—policy makers, representatives of
non-governmental organizations, activists and
researchers. User-producer seminars and training
workshops, which are the first step in the development
of gender statistics, have been held in countries
around the world over the past 15 years. In recent
years, for example, training workshops were conduct-
ed in Arab, Central American, and Caribbean coun-
tries and in many countries in transition.

Some Governments and international organiza-
tions are making a concerted effort to produce statis-
tical publications on gender that present and interpret
topical data on women and men in a form suitable for
a wide range of non-technical users.

Sweden has been at the forefront of producing
publications on gender statistics. For example, Women
and Men in Sweden: Facts and Figures, first published
in 1985 by Statistics Sweden, has been a model for
work supported by the Swedish International
Development Authority (SIDA), in consultation with
Statistics Sweden, in 35 countries in Africa, Asia,
Central America, Europe, Latin America and transition
countries in Eastern Europe and Central Asia. In addi-
tion, four publications were prepared for cities and
regions in the Russian Federation. Sweden was also
instrumental in the production of a regional publica-
tion, Women and Men in East, Central and Southern
Africa: Facts and Figures 1995, as well as a training
manual, Engendering Statistics: A Tool for Change, pub-
lished in 1996, which is now available in four languages
(Chinese, Japanese, Russian and Spanish).

Other efforts to produce statistical publications on
gender include:
● Three editions of The World’s Women: Trends and
Statistics—in 1991, 1995 and 2000—produced by the
United Nations Statistics Division. The Division also
produced, in 1997, the Handbook for Producing
National Statistical Reports on Women and Men, a
guide to preparing national publications, based on the
format of The World’s Women;
● Women and Men in the ESCAP Region, a statistical
profile, published in 1999, as well as profiles prepared
according to the same format by national experts,
published since 1995 in 16 countries in the Economic
and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific
(ESCAP) region;
● Statistical profiles on men and women in the South

Pacific islands of Kiribati and Palau, published in 1997;

● Arab Women 1995: Trends, Statistics and Indicators,
produced for the Economic and Social Commission
for Western Asia (ESCWA) region, as well as national
reports being prepared in connection with gender-
sensitive training activities in nine countries of
Western Asia and Northern Africa;
● Efforts at the national and regional levels in the
Economic Commission for Latin America and the
Caribbean region, which focused on the development
of socio-economic indicators for use in the formula-
tion of public policies; and ongoing work that
includes the development of a set of indicators to
facilitate the accurate measurement of changes over
time in women’s situations and cross-country analysis
within the region;
● La mujer mexicana: un balance estadístico al final del
siglo XX, a statistical analysis of women and men, pub-
lished in 1995 in the format of The World’s Women.

Though few of these books are published on a reg-
ular basis, Finland, Iceland, Norway, the Philippines,
Sweden, the Nordic Council and the Economic
Commission for Europe (ECE) have each published at
least two gender statistics publications.

Involving additional stakeholders 
Responding to the Beijing Platform, centres for
women’s studies and research organizations, both at
the national and international levels, are becoming
more involved with statistical producers in developing
and testing appropriate indicators and research
methodologies to strengthen gender analysis, as well as
in monitoring and evaluating the implementation of
the goals of the Beijing Conference. Examples include:
● The United Nations Development Fund for Women
(UNIFEM) publication, Progress of the World’s
Women, published in 2000, complements The World’s
Women series by focusing both on benchmarks for
progress established at international conferences and
on women’s visions and ideas of “progress”. The
UNIFEM publication looks at ways of assessing
women’s progress using a variety of indicators and
examines the issue of accountability, focusing, in par-
ticular, on how to measure the impact of Government
policies and programmes on women and men.
● The Japan Statistics Research Institute of Hosei
University has had an active role in the development
of gender statistics in Japan. The Institute has trans-
lated various international documents on gender
statistics into Japanese, introduced papers on gender
statistics into sessions and journals of the Society of
Economic Statistics in Japan and promoted the
debate on the needs in the field of gender statistics
in Japan;
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● The International Food Policy Research Institute in
Washington, D.C., continues research and analysis of
data on the measurement of gender and poverty, as well
as on the allocation of resources within households;
● Women in Informal Sector Globalizing and
Organizing (WIEGO), a coalition representing inter-
national organizations, academic institutions and non-
governmental organizations, is working with the ILO
and the United Nations Statistics Division to improve
statistics on the informal sector, homeworkers and
street vendors (some of the findings of which are
included in Chapter 5 of The World’s Women 2000);
● The World Health Organization (WHO) is working
with international experts and local women’s organiza-
tions and institutions to improve methods for collec-
tion of data on violence against women.

Moving ahead on gender statistics
A review of progress in gender statistics shows that
considerable work has been done and advances made
in ways of presenting gender statistics effectively. Data
users know much more today than they did 10 years
ago about how women’s and men’s situations differ in
terms of their social, political and economic life.
Further, as reflected in the Beijing Platform for Action,
users of data are asking more questions than ever, thus
increasing the demand for statistics.

Much remains to be done, however, to provide the
statistics necessary to understand what is happening
with respect to the main issues related to gender and to
meet the requirements of the global conferences. Some
of the work required relates to new data on issues
unique to women—for example, violence against
women and maternal health. Other work is required
for the development of new data on men, especially in
the areas related to their roles and responsibilities in
reproductive health, fatherhood and unpaid work. The
World’s Women 2000 describes efforts initiated since
the 1990s to collect data on these and other topics.

Much of what is needed to understand the situa-
tion of women and men requires that all countries
improve the capacity of their national statistical sys-

tems to regularly collect basic data, including births,
deaths, marriages, place of residence, household for-
mation, employment and other aspects of work,
health and economic status. The improvement of
national statistical capacity—the ability to provide
timely and reliable statistics from censuses, house-
hold surveys and administrative systems—is essen-
tial for improving the quality and timeliness of
gender statistics.

The United Nations Economic and Social Council
(ECOSOC) has recognized the importance of statisti-
cal capacity-building for the implementation and fol-
low-up of the global conferences. The Council has
urged countries, international and regional agencies
and donors to work together to support national sta-
tistical capacity-building in developing countries.

The Beijing Platform asks Governments to
appoint staff to strengthen gender statistics pro-
grammes, to ensure coordination, monitoring and
linkage to all fields of statistical work, and to prepare
output that integrates statistics from the various sub-
ject areas. Few countries have designated staff
responsible for gender statistics and among those
that have, the arrangement is generally for part-time
work in connection with other work in social statis-
tics. Whatever the specific arrangements, a necessary
condition for carrying out work on national gender
policy is leadership by the national statistical agen-
cies, in order to develop the necessary databases, to
undertake`the analytic work and to develop the new
concepts required to measure women’s situations
and their contributions to society.

Recent international conferences recognized that
gender-based data collection and analysis are invalu-
able tools not only for understanding the situations
and conditions of women’s and men’s lives but also for
informing policies and practices to improve their
lives. By recognizing and filling some of the gaps that
exist in data collection and analysis, The World’s
Women 2000 hopes to shed light on the progress made
to date—and challenges still ahead—in achieving
equity and equality for the world’s women. ■
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Women’s and men’s roles in society are inseparable
from their roles in the family. Major demographic and
socioeconomic changes are influencing family forma-
tion and family life, simultaneously changing family
composition and structure. Improved access to educa-
tion, employment and reproductive health services is
reshaping and expanding women’s roles inside and
outside the family, and re-defining roles and responsi-
bilities for men. In the context of these changes, deci-
sions regarding family life take on new meanings:
whether and when to marry; whether and when to
have children and how many to have; how to support
a family and to combine parenthood with work; how
to manage the dissolution of unions; and whether and
how to form new unions and families.

The International Conference on Population and
Development (ICPD) in 1994 recognized the family,
however it is constituted, as the basic unit of society
and, as such, the family should be strengthened and
afforded comprehensive protection and support. The
ICPD called for policies and programmes to take
into account the diversity of family forms and to be
particularly sensitive to the needs and rights of
women and children.1

MARRIAGE AND OTHER UNIONS
For many people, marriage is the first step toward the
formation of a new family. However, in many coun-
tries—under a variety of social, cultural, legal and
political systems—less formal unions form the basis
of family life. Included in the category of “other
unions” are consensual unions, visiting unions,
cohabitation and polygyny (the practice of a man tak-

ing more than one wife). This diversity of family
forms presents researchers with both challenges and
opportunities for understanding the mechanisms of
how these unions come into being, how and if they are
maintained and what happens upon their dissolution.

Early marriage has declined
While men tend to marry during adulthood, many
women marry and have children while still adoles-
cents, often curtailing education and limiting employ-
ment opportunities. In at least 22 countries where
data are available for the 1990s, more than a quarter of
women aged 15 to 19 are married (table 2.A).

The prevalence of early marriage for both women
and men has declined in all regions (chart 2.1) but in
most countries of Southern Asia and sub-Saharan
Africa early marriage for women is still common.
According to recent data, in three of five countries in
Southern Asia and in 11 of 30 countries in sub-
Saharan Africa, at least 30 per cent of young women
aged 15 to 19 have been married (table 2.A). There are,
however, substantial differences between Southern
Africa and the rest of sub-Saharan Africa. For exam-
ple, in all countries of Southern Africa with recent
data, 10 per cent or fewer women aged 15 to 19 have
been married.

In Eastern Asia, Western Europe and other devel-
oped countries, on average, 2 per cent of women and
fewer than 1 per cent of men aged 15 to 19 have been
married. The percentages of young adults who have
been married range from 0 to 6 for young women and
0 to 2 for young men. The prevalence of early mar-
riage among women is higher in countries in transi-
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Women and men in families
Some important findings:
• Women are generally marrying later but more than a quarter of women aged 

15 to 19 are married in 22 countries—all in developing regions.  

• Informal unions are common in developed regions and in some countries of 
the developing regions. 

• Birth rates continue to decline in all regions of the world.

• Births to unmarried women have increased dramatically in developed regions. 

• More people are living alone in the developed regions, and the majority are women. 

• In many countries of the developed regions, more than half of mothers with 
children under age 3 are employed.

Age at first marriage

Calculation of the current 
average age at first marriage
requires comprehensive vital
registration data, seldom 
available in developing regions. 
The “singulate mean age at
marriage” is thus often used
instead. It is the mean age 
at first marriage among those 
who have ever been married 
in the age group 15 -49. It 
is computed from the propor-
tions never-married in each
five-year age group, within the
broad age group 15 -49, usually
from census and survey data. 
It therefore measures the 
average age at first marriage
over the historical period 
covered by the age group 
15 -49, rather than the average
age of those currently 
marrying for the first time.



tion in Eastern Europe and Central Asia—on average,
8 and 12 per cent, respectively (chart 2.1).

The prevalence of early marriage varies widely in
Latin America and the Caribbean, ranging from 1 per
cent of women aged 15 to 19 in Jamaica to 29 per cent
in the Dominican Republic. However, these figures
may not include young women in consensual and vis-
iting unions, which are often socially accepted and
sanctioned contexts for bearing and rearing children
(see box on reporting marriages and unions).

Early marriage among men aged 15 to 19 is much
less common than for women in all countries, rarely
exceeding 10 per cent. Even in countries of sub-
Saharan Africa, where many women marry young, the
percentage of men aged 15 to 19 who are married sel-
dom exceeds 5 per cent (table 2.A).

Marriage age rising, albeit by little 
in developing regions
In general, women and men postpone marriage in
countries where they enjoy higher social status and
wider educational and employment opportunities. In
Western Europe and other developed countries, for
example, the average age at first marriage for women is

well above 25, and sometimes close to or above 30
(table 2.A). More recent data for some of the developed
countries show a trend toward late marriage, especial-
ly in the Nordic countries, where the average age at first
marriage is close to 30 for women and between 31 and
33 for men. In these countries, about a third of women
and less than a fifth of men aged 25 to 29 are married.

In most of the other developed countries exam-
ined, less than 50 per cent of women and men aged 25
to 29 are married. The United States and Belgium are
exceptions; over half of women aged 25 to 29, and
close to a fourth of women aged 20 to 24, are married
(chart 2.2). Later marriages in developed countries
reflect the large numbers of women who pursue edu-
cation and career opportunities before marriage and
the increasing number of young couples who cohabit
without marrying.

In countries in transition in Eastern Europe and
Central and Western Asia, the average age at first
marriage has changed little since 1990. In these
regions, marriages for both women and men occur
at younger ages than in Western Europe. Women
generally marry at age 22 or 23, and men between
ages 24 and 27 (chart 2.3).

The youngest average ages at first marriage for
women are in Southern Asia and sub-Saharan Africa
(except Southern Africa)—20 and 21 years, respec-
tively. The average age at first marriage for women
remains at 18 to 19 in two countries of Southern Asia
and in most sub-Saharan African countries. In
Southern Africa, however, the average ages at first
marriage for both women and men are among the
highest in the world—27 years for women and 30 for
men (chart 2.3). These higher ages at first marriage may
reflect the prevalence of consensual unions and/or the
postponement of marriage due to male migration.

In Asia (apart from the Southern region) women
and men marry well into their twenties. In Eastern
Asia, on average, women marry at age 25 and men at
28; in South-eastern Asia, on average, women marry
at 24 and men at 27. The oldest average ages at mar-
riage in South-eastern Asia are in Singapore—27 for
women and almost 30 for men. In Western Asia, the
average for all countries is 23 for women and 27 for
men, with women in Oman and Yemen falling well
below this average—age 19 in both countries.

In the Caribbean, on average, women marry at age
28 and men at 30. The prevalence of consensual
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÷ In this and subsequent
charts, regional and 
subregional averages 
are unweighted (i.e., the 
averages do not take into
account the size of the indi-
vidual countries’ popula-
tions) and are based only
upon available data for 
that region (see page xi 
for fuller explanation).

Source: Prepared by the Statistics Division of the 
United Nations Secretariat from Women’s Indicators 
and Statistics Database (Wistat), Version 4, CD-ROM
(United Nations publication, Sales No. E.00.XVII.4).
a Average for men based on data for only three countries.
b Average for men based on data for only two countries.

W M

1985/1997

W M

1975/1984

Africa

Northern Africa 16 2 10 1

Sub-Saharan Africa 34 5 26 3

Latin America 
and the Caribbean

Caribbean 7 2 8 2

Central America 23 5 18 3

South America 14 4 14 5

Asia

Eastern Asia 3 1 2 1

South-eastern Asia 15 3 8 3

Southern Asia 44 10 32 5a

Central Asia .. .. 12 2b

Western Asia 22 4 14 3

Oceania 14 3 10 3

Developed regions

Eastern Europe 14 2 8 2

Western Europe 4 1 2 <1

Other developed regions 5 1 2 1

Chart 2.1÷: 

The percentage of young women who are ever 
married has decreased in most regions
Percentage 15 -19 ever married



Source: Compiled from regional 
and national sources by Catherine 
de Guibert-Lantoine as consultant 
to the Statistics Division of the 
United Nations Secretariat.
a Data refer to the age group 25-34.

unions may account for later marriages in the coun-
tries of the Caribbean. In Latin America, the average
age at first marriage for women is around 23.

Since 1980, the marriage age has risen almost
everywhere, albeit by little in many developing
regions. The greatest increase in age at first marriage
is in the developed regions, with an average increase
since 1980 of three years for both women and men
in Western Europe, and three years for women and
four for men in the developed regions outside
Europe. In contrast, since 1980, there has been rela-
tively little change in Northern Africa, sub-Saharan
Africa (except Southern Africa), Latin America and
the Caribbean and in most regions of Asia. In coun-
tries of Southern Africa, the average age at first mar-
riage has increased by three years for women and
two years for men. In Northern Africa and Eastern
Asia, the age at first marriage for women increased
by one year (chart 2.3).

Marriage and childbearing have a greater impact
on women’s lives than on men’s lives, especially
when women marry at a young age and/or their
spouses are much older. A wide age gap between

wife and husband often results in greater inequality
between spouses. Many women who marry older
men at a young age have little autonomy and may, as
a result, be at a disadvantage in family decision-
making, especially on issues concerning their repro-
ductive behaviour.2 Another disadvantage for
women in such marriages is the possibility of being
widowed at a relatively early age.

The widest differences between women and men
in age at first marriage are in countries where women
marry earliest. In Southern Asia and sub-Saharan
Africa (except Southern Africa), for example, the
average age at first marriage for women is five to six
years lower than that for men. In Western Asia and
Northern Africa, the average age at first marriage for
women is four years lower than that for men,
although women tend to marry later in these regions.
In all other regions, differences between men and
women in age at first marriage are between two and
three years (chart 2.3).

There is some evidence that women who marry
before age 20 are more likely to marry men who are
several years older. In three countries—Colombia,
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Source: Prepared by the Statistics
Division of the United Nations
Secretariat from Women's
Indicators and Statistics Database
(Wistat), Version 4, CD-ROM
(United Nations publication, Sales
No. E.00.XVII.4), based mainly on
Demographic Yearbook 1995
(United Nations publication, Sales
No. E/F.97.XIII.1) and compilations
prepared by the Population Division
of the United Nations Secretariat.

W M

Ages 25 -29

W M

Ages 20-24

Western Europe

Belgium 23 9 60 43

Denmark 9 3 32 19

Finland 10 4 34 23

France 10 3 39 26

Germany 14 5 39 23

Iceland 8 3 34 22

Ireland 7 3 41 27

Netherlands 13 4 42 25

Norway 8 3 32 18

Sweden 7 2 28 16

Switzerland 17 7 48 31

Other developed regions

Australia 16 7 50 35

Japan 13 7 50 32

New Zealand 12 5 48 a 39

United States 27 16 55 44

Chart 2.2:

Marriage is rare for young adults, particularly 
young men, in most developed countries
Percentage currently married, 1993/1998

W M

1985/1997

W M

1975/1984

Africa

Northern Africa 22 27 23 27

Southern Africa 24 28 27 30

Rest of sub-Saharan Africa 20 26 21 27

Latin America 
and the Caribbean

Caribbean 27 30 28 30

Central America 21 24 22 25

South America 23 26 23 26

Asia

Eastern Asia 24 27 25 28

South-eastern Asia 23 26 24 27

Southern Asia 19 24 20 25

Central Asia .. .. 22 24

Western Asia 21 25 23 27

Oceania 22 26 24 27

Developed regions

Eastern Europe .. .. 23 26

Western Europe 24 27 27 30

Other developed regions 24 26 27 30

Chart 2.3: 

Average age at first marriage has risen 
for women and men in almost all regions
Singulate mean age at marriage

a



in censuses and are not included as “married” or “in
unions” in data sets that look at marital status 
(see box on reporting marriages and unions).

In countries of Latin America and the Caribbean,
informal unions are generally referred to as “consensu-
al” unions. In the developed regions, the term “cohabi-
tation” may also be used. Especially in the Caribbean,
where 22 per cent of women and 19 per cent of men
aged 45 or over have never married (chart 2.4), the num-
ber of consensual unions is generally high—for exam-
ple, 28 per cent of women aged 15 to 49 in Haiti and
36 per cent in the Dominican Republic (chart 2.5). In a
few sub-Saharan African countries, as well, high per-
centages of never-married women and men suggest a
large number of consensual unions.

Data from DHS surveys conducted between 1992
and 1998 show that more than 10 per cent of women
were in informal unions in half of the 12 African
countries and all seven of the Latin American and
Caribbean countries examined. In four of the Latin
American and Caribbean countries, more than 25 per
cent of women aged 15 to 49 surveyed were in con-
sensual unions (chart 2.5). However, comparison of
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Africa

Northern Africa 2 3
Sub-Saharan Africa 8 7

Latin America 
and the Caribbean

Caribbean 22 19
Central America 12 11
South America 15 13

Asia

Eastern Asia 2 4
South-eastern Asia 4 3
Southern Asia 1 2
Central Asia 1 1
Western Asia 3 2

Oceania 6 8

Developed regions

Eastern Europe 5 4
Western Europe 9 9
Other developed 6 7

Source: Prepared by the Statistics
Division of the United Nations
Secretariat from Women’s 
Indicators and Statistics Database
(Wistat), Version 4, CD-ROM 
(United Nations publication, Sales
No. E.00.XVII.4), based mainly 
on unpublished data from the
Demographics Statistics Database
maintained by the Statistics 
Division (as at January 1999).

W M

Chart 2.4:

Significant proportions 
of women and men do not
marry in some regions
Percentage 45+ who are never
married, 1985/1997

Gathering statistics on the relational status of couples
presents a number of problems. Couples live in vari-

ous types of unions, recognized by law or outside the
legal framework, depending on the legislation and cus-
toms of the country. In practice, official statistics often
fail to reflect all existing realities. Unions not sanctioned
by law may be under-reported or may be classified in
various ways in different countries. Moreover, classifica-
tion of widowed, separated and divorced persons may
change over time and among countries. Consequently,
comparisons between separate data sources, whether
within the same country or across countries and over
time, should be made with caution. 

Informal unions
Informal unions are relationships not sanctioned by a legal
marriage. In Latin American countries, where these unions
are common, such unions are generally referred to as
“consensual unions”, while in the developed regions the
term “cohabitation” is often used. 

Informal unions, by definition, are not reported and
are therefore excluded from the civil registration sys-
tem. Individuals living in informal unions are often
reported as “single” in population censuses. Even when
two separate categories (“legal marriages” and “other
types of unions”) are available, informal unions may be
under-reported.

In some countries, persons in unions not sanctioned by
legal documents are included in the “married” category;
in these cases, “married” includes all individuals in legal
marriages and all those in de facto unions. This presents
two sets of problems: women and men in informal unions
may fail to identify themselves as married; and it is impos-
sible to distinguish the two types of unions, even though
the distinction often has important policy implications. 

Comparability across countries of statistics on marital
status is affected not only by the marital status categories
available to respondents but also by how respondents choose
to report their marital status. This may depend on whether
informal unions are socially accepted within a country. 

Polygynous unions
Polygynous unions are those in which a man has two or
more wives. These unions are rarely reflected in official
statistics. The characteristics and conditions of polygy-
nous unions and whether or not they are reported and reg-
istered vary across countries. A man may be legally mar-
ried to the first wife and have consensual or visiting
unions with one or more other wives, or—where accept-
able—may be legally married to all wives. Partners may
live in the same or different dwellings, even in different
geographical areas. Second and higher-order wives, when
not legally married, may report themselves as single. Data
on these unions are often available only from surveys.

Reporting marriages and unions

Egypt and Turkey—Demographic and Health Surveys
(DHS) found that the age difference between spouses
is much wider for women who marry before age 20
than for those who marry later. In Egypt, almost one
quarter of women who marry before age 20 marry
men who are at least 10 years older, compared to 12
per cent of women who marry after age 20.3

In some regions, early marriages are most often
arranged by parents and other relatives. For example,
in Egypt, 10 per cent of women who married before
age 16 had chosen their husbands, compared to 40 per
cent who married after age 25.4

Informal unions common 
in some developing countries
Marriage is not the only way in which families are
formed. In countries where there are high percent-
ages of never-married women and men, alternative
family structures often exist. While informal unions
are generally recognized by the societies in which they
exist, they are not legally sanctioned and are often not
registered as unions. As a result, many women and
men in informal unions report themselves as “single”



these data with earlier DHS surveys in African coun-
tries does not indicate a clear trend in the prevalence
of consensual unions. Over a recent five- to 10-year
period, in Cameroon, Ghana and Madagascar,5 the
proportion of consensual unions increased, while in
Uganda, the United Republic of Tanzania and
Zambia, the proportion decreased.

In Botswana, one of the African countries where
consensual unions are common, the increase in the
number of consensual unions is thought to be due, at
least in part, to the disappearance of polygyny (the
practice of a man having more than one wife) and to
the shift from a rural to a cash economy. While polyg-
yny was socially acceptable, many men took multiple
partners. In the absence of sanctioned polygyny, sexu-
al activity and childbearing outside marriage have
become widespread. Men’s migration for work to
urban centres in Botswana and to South Africa has
created shortages of men in villages.6

In Latin America and the Caribbean, women in
consensual unions may be disadvantaged relative to
women in legal marriages, with respect to financial
commitments in cases of separation. Studies in these
regions show that informal unions are more common
among less educated women and among those living
in rural areas.7 Moreover, since informal unions are
more common among poor women, the social and
financial consequences of the dissolution of such
unions are even more severe.

Informal unions (including cohabitation) have
become common in some countries in the developed
regions (chart 2.6). In six of the countries surveyed in
1992/1996 by the Fertility and Family Surveys of the
Economic Commission for Europe (ECE), more than
half the women aged 20 to 24 who were in unions
were in cohabiting unions—in Sweden, more than
three quarters. Cohabitation generally becomes less
common with age, suggesting that many cohabitation
relationships ultimately result in legal marriages. In
some countries, however (especially where informal
unions are socially accepted), cohabitation often con-
tinues after age 30. A significant proportion of women
aged 30 to 34 who were in unions were in cohabiting
unions—33 per cent in Sweden, 19 per cent in New
Zealand, 18 per cent in France and more than 10 per
cent in nine of the other countries surveyed.

Many women in polygynous unions 
in parts of Africa
Polygyny is common in some countries of sub-
Saharan Africa and to a lesser degree in Northern
Africa and in some countries of Southern and
Western Asia. Data from DHS surveys conducted
from 1992 to 1998 show that roughly half of married
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Source: E. Klijzing and M. Macura,
“Cohabitation and extra-marital
childbearing: early FFS evidence”, 
in Proceedings of the International
Population Conference, Beijing,
1997 (International Union for 
the Scientific Study of Population).
a Data shown for this country 

are for 1988/ 1990.

20-24 25-29 30-34

Chart 2.6:

Cohabitation is common in some developed countries
Percentage cohabiting among all women in unions, by age,
1992/1996

Eastern Europe

Estonia 33 19 14

Hungary 13 5 5

Latvia 20 16 9

Lithuania 5 4 4

Slovenia 36 17 11

Western Europe

Austria 64 30 12

Belgium 27 13 6

Finland a 61 34 18

France 63 33 18

Germany

Federal Rep. of Germany 39 22 12

former German Dem. Rep. 33 16 9

Italy 8 6 4

Netherlands 57 33 14

Norway a 57 28 15

Spain 22 8 5

Sweden 77 43 33

Switzerland 63 27 14

Other 
developed regions

Canada a 46 24 16

New Zealand 67 30 19

Sub-Saharan Africa

Benin 8
Cameroon 10
Comoros 1
Ghana 12
Madagascar 15
Malawi 3
Mozambique 55
Namibia 15
Rwanda 24
Uganda 9
United Republic of Tanzania 7
Zambia 1

Latin America 
and the Caribbean

Bolivia 14
Brazil 13
Colombia 25

Dominican Republic 36
Haiti 28
Nicaragua 33
Peru 24

Asia

Kazakhstan 3
Kyrgyzstan 3
Philippines 6
Uzbekistan 1

Source: Demographic 
and Health Surveys 
country reports (Columbia
and Calverton, Maryland,
Macro International,
1992–98).

Note: For Africa and Asia,
the data refer to unmarried
women living together 
with a male partner.

Chart 2.5:

Consensual unions are common 
in some developing countries
Percentage of women 15 -49 in consensual unions, 1992/1998



women aged 15 to 49 are in polygynous unions in
Benin, Burkina Faso and Guinea. More than one
third of married women of the same age group are
in polygynous unions in six other sub-Saharan
African countries (chart 2.7).

Polygynous unions are far more common among
rural and less-educated women. In Burkina Faso, for
example, 13 per cent of married women with sec-
ondary education are in such unions, compared to
55 per cent of married women with no education.
Available data for 14 countries surveyed indicate that
the proportion of women with secondary education
who are in polygynous unions is half or less than half
the proportion of women with no education.
Polygynous unions are also more common among
women who do not work and, among those who do
work, polygynous unions are more prevalent for
those engaged in unpaid work.8

Polygynous unions have important implications
for the status of women, for the partners’ relation-
ships with their children and for many other aspects
of women’s lives. In sub-Saharan Africa, polygynous
unions tend to be associated with wider age gaps
between husbands and wives, often reinforcing patri-
archal authority. These unions also lead to a prolifer-
ation of step-children and step-relatives. The effects
of polygynous unions on women’s lives differ accord-
ing to the individual woman’s rank among wives
within the polygynous marriage and, overall, with the
cultural and social circumstances in which the
woman lives.9

THE DISSOLUTION OF UNIONS
Whether it is a marriage or an informal union that is
dissolving, and whatever the reasons for the dissolu-
tion, the consequences are many and profound for
both partners and for any children and/or other fam-
ily members who are involved.

Although data on the occurrence of divorce and
separation are scarce for most developing regions,
an increase in the percentage of divorced or separat-
ed women and men can be seen almost everywhere.
However, the proportions of divorced or separated
persons remain low in most regions of Asia and
Africa (chart 2.8).

Proportions divorced or separated among women
aged 45 to 59 increased, on average, from 5 per cent
in 1980 to 9 per cent in the 1990s in Europe and from
9 to 14 per cent in developed countries outside Europe
over the same time period. In Latin America and the
Caribbean, proportions increased from 7 to 10 per
cent, on average. Divorce and separation have also
become somewhat more common among women
aged 45 to 59 in Western Asia (chart 2.8).

It is difficult to assess the extent to which informal
unions dissolve. However, surveys in Latin America
suggest that informal unions are more likely to dis-
solve than legal marriages.1 0

Divorce trends changing 
in developed regions
For many countries, including Belgium, Luxembourg,
the Nordic countries, Switzerland and the United
Kingdom, the divorce rate* is at least 40 divorces per
100 marriages. The highest divorce rate is in Sweden
(51 divorces per 100 marriages).1 1 The rate in the
United States is almost as high.12 In contrast, Greece,
Italy, Portugal and Spain have fewer than 20 divorces
per 100 marriages, on average.

In Eastern Europe, rates range from well below 20
divorces per 100 marriages in Bulgaria, Croatia,
Poland and Slovenia to over 40 divorces per 100 mar-
riages in most countries of the former USSR.
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Chart 2.7:

A significant proportion 
of women are in polygynous
unions in many countries 
of sub-Saharan Africa
Percentage currently married
women 15–49 who are in 
polygynous unions, 1992/1998

Sub-Saharan Africa

Benin 50
Burkina Faso 51
Burundi 12a

Cameroon 33
Central African Republic 29
Chad 39
Comoros 25
Côte d’Ivoire 37
Ghana 28
Guinea 50
Kenya 16
Liberia 38a

Malawi 21
Mali 44
Mozambique 27
Namibia 13
Niger 38
Nigeria 41a

Rwanda 14
Senegal 46
Sudan 17
Togo 43
Uganda 30
United Republic of Tanzania 29
Zambia 17
Zimbabwe 19

Source: Sunita Kishor and 
Katherine Neitzel, The Status 
of Women: Indicators for Twenty-
Five Countries, Demographic 
and Health Surveys, Comparative
Studies, No. 21 (Calverton, 
Maryland, Macro International,
1996); and Demographic and 
Health Surveys country reports
(Columbia and Calverton, Maryland,
Macro International, 1993–1998).

Note: Countries listed are those
where prevalence of polygyny 
is above 10 per cent. Levels of 
between 4 and 7 per cent have 
been found in Jordan, Morocco,
Nepal, Pakistan and Yemen.
a Data refer to 1986/1990.

Source: Prepared by the Statistics Division of the
United Nations Secretariat from Women's Indicators
and Statistics Database (Wistat), Version 4, CD-ROM
(United Nations publication, Sales No. E.00.XVII.4),
based mainly on unpublished data from the
Demographic Statistics Database maintained by the
Statistics Division (as at January 1999).

W M

1985 / 1997

W M

1975 / 1984

Africa

Northern Africa 3 1 3 1

Sub-Saharan Africa 7 4 7 4

Latin America 
and the Caribbean

Caribbean 8 5 10 8

Central America 7 3 10 5

South America 5 3 8 5

Asia

Eastern Asia 1 1 2 2

South-eastern Asia 3 1 3 1

Southern Asia 1 <1 1 <1

Central Asia .. .. 8 4

Western Asia 3 1 5 1

Oceania 4 3 5 3

Developed regions

Eastern Europe 5 3 9 6

Western Europe 5 4 9 8

Other developed regions 9 7 14 11

Chart 2.8: 

Proportions of divorced and separated people 
have increased in some regions
Percentage 4 5 -59 who are divorced/separated

* Divorce statistics used in this 
section do not include the disso-
lution of informal unions. In 
addition, many couples end their
marriages with separation agree-
ments, which are not necessarily
followed by legal divorce.



The increase in the rate of divorce has slowed or
even reversed in many developed countries, especially
in Eastern Europe, the Nordic countries, Canada and
the United States, where divorce has been socially
accepted for decades or where traditionally rates have
been high. In Canada, for example, the divorce rate
decreased for the third straight year in 1997, reaching
its lowest level since 1985.13

In contrast, in countries where divorce laws were
liberalized more recently or where social attitudes are
restrictive, divorce became common only recently, and
is still on the rise. Examples of countries where
divorce rates rose sharply from 1970 to 1980 and have
risen steadily since then are Austria, Germany, Iceland,
Luxembourg, Portugal and Switzerland.1 4

In most countries of the European Union, the
tendency for marriages to end in divorce seems to
have intensified with the younger generations. It is
estimated that, of those couples who married in
1980, 27 per cent will be divorced, compared to 22
per cent of couples married in 1970 and 14 per cent
of those married in 1960.15

Marriages are also ending sooner in countries of
the European Union. Among the most recent mar-
riage cohorts, the highest probability of divorce occurs
after just four years of marriage. For these countries,
the average duration of marriages that end in divorce
has decreased by one or two years.1 6

In contrast, in Canada, not only have divorces
become less common, but marriages are also lasting
longer. Marriages that ended in 1997 lasted an aver-
age of 13.3 years, up from 12.3 years for marriages
that ended in 1993.1 7

Remarriage rates decreasing 
in developed regions
Many women and men choose to remarry after divorce
or widowhood. However, the interval between 
marriages seems to be lengthening, perhaps due to
couples choosing to cohabit before committing to a
new marriage.

In some countries, the absolute number of remar-
riages has been growing, to a large degree the result of
the increase in the number of divorces. In addition, the
proportion of marriages that are remarriages has been
increasing, due not only to the increase in the number
of divorces but also to the downward trend in first
marriages. In much of the European Union, the num-
ber of remarriages has grown significantly. Remar-
riages are most prevalent in Denmark and the United
Kingdom, where almost 30 per cent of marriages are
second marriages for at least one partner. In contrast,
remarriages are almost non-existent in Ireland and are
relatively rare in Italy and Spain.18

Even with the increase in the number of remar-
riages, the rate of remarriage after divorce has been
decreasing since the 1970s, following the same trend
as first marriages. Today, many divorced people post-
pone remarriage or cohabit with a new partner with-
out legalizing the union. In 1965, the probability of
remarrying after divorce was around 60 to 70 per cent
in Western Europe and 55 per cent in the Nordic
countries. Twenty years later, these percentages had
each decreased by at least 20 per cent.1 9 In France,
between 1980 and 1996, the rate of remarriage after
divorce had decreased by 25 per cent. In Italy, the rate
of remarriage after divorce decreased between 1980
and 1990, especially for men.20

A study in England and Wales found that a much
higher proportion of divorced people were cohabit-
ing in 1996 compared to 20 years earlier—slightly
less than a quarter of divorced women and over a
quarter of divorced men. In contrast, the proportion
of divorced men and women who remarry was
shown to have declined dramatically. In 1976, the
rate of remarriage after divorce was around 180
remarriages per 1,000 divorces for men and 130 per
1,000 for women. In 1996, the rate was around 50
remarriages for men and 45 for women—a much
lower rate and a much smaller difference between
women and men than in 1976.2 1

Widowhood common among older women
but not among older men
Most women and men marry and live with partners
for at least part of their adult lives. However, higher
mortality rates for men leave many women living
alone in their later years, especially since most wid-
owed women do not remarry. In contrast, older men
generally live with a spouse.

Widowhood for women aged 60 or over is most
prevalent in Northern Africa and Central Asia—59
and 58 per cent, respectively (chart 2.9). The preva-
lence is high in Northern Africa, probably because
women tend to marry older men and because remar-
riage after the death of a spouse is less common than
in other regions. In the countries of Central Asia, the
high proportion of widowed women is largely due to
high levels of male mortality. In all other parts of
Asia, around half the women aged 60 or over are
widowed, probably because young women tend to
marry older men.

Older women in Latin America and the Caribbean
have the lowest prevalence of widowhood—on aver-
age, about 36 per cent of women aged 60 or over. This
is thought to be due, at least in part, to women in
informal unions referring to themselves as “single”
rather than “widowed” when they lose their partners.
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Africa

Northern Africa 59 8
Sub-Saharan Africa 44 7

Latin America 
and the Caribbean

Caribbean 34 12
Central America 36 12
South America 37 13

Asia

Eastern Asia 49 14
South-eastern Asia 49 14
Southern Asia 51 11
Central Asia 58 13
Western Asia 48 8

Oceania 44 15

Developed regions

Eastern Europe 48 14
Western Europe 40 12
Other developed regions 39 11

Source: Prepared by the Statistics
Division of the United Nations
Secretariat from Women’s 
Indicators and Statistics Database
(Wistat), Version 4, CD-ROM
(United Nations publication, Sales
No. E.00.XVII.4), based mainly 
on unpublished data from the
Demographic Statistics Database
maintained by the Statistics 
Division (as at January 1999).

W M

Chart 2.9:

Older women are far 
more likely than older 
men to be widowed
Percentage 60+ who are widowed, 
1985/1997



Source: Prepared by the Statistics Division of the United
Nations Secretariat from Women’s Indicators and Statistics
Database (Wistat), Version 4, CD-ROM (United Nations pub-
lication, Sales No. E.00.XVII.4), based mainly on unpub-
lished data from the Demographic Statistics Database
maintained by the Statistics Division (as at January 1999).

Widowhood among women aged 45 to 59 is rela-
tively rare in Western Europe and the developed
regions outside Europe (5 and 7 per cent, respective-
ly). In contrast, in Africa and Southern, South-eastern
and Central Asia, on average, between 16 and 19 per
cent of women in this age group are widows (chart 2.10).

The proportions widowed among older men are
generally low and always much lower than among
older women. The prevalence of widowhood for men
aged 60 or over ranges from an average of 7 per cent
in sub-Saharan Africa to roughly 14 per cent in
Eastern Europe and parts of Asia (chart 2.9).

Widowhood among middle-aged men is uncom-
mon. Overall, percentages of 45- to 59-year-old men
who are widowed range from 1 to 5, with the highest
in Southern Asia. Low rates of widowhood among
men are probably due to a combination of factors:
they tend to marry younger women; they generally
have higher mortality than women; and they are like-
ly to remarry if they are widowed.22

PARENTHOOD 
Women’s and men’s lives are greatly affected by the
decision to have children, by the age at which they
have children, and by how many children they have.
Many factors determine how parenthood unfolds,
including the educational and employment opportu-
nities available to women and men, women’s and
men’s knowledge of and access to family planning, the
degree of gender equity and equality between part-
ners, relationships within and outside the family, and
the overall social and cultural context.
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Chart 2.10:

Widowhood at younger ages is not uncommon 
for women in some regions
Percentage 4 5 -59 who are widowed, 1985/1997

Africa

Northern Africa 19 1

Sub-Saharan Africa 16 2

Latin America and 
the Caribbean

Caribbean 8 2

Central America 10 2

South America 10 3

Asia

Eastern Asia 9 2

South-eastern Asia 16 2

Southern Asia 17 5

Central Asia 16 3

Western Asia 13 1

Oceania 13 3

Developed regions

Eastern Europe 12 3

Western Europe 7 1

Other developed regions 5 1

About 10 per cent of women in India are
widows, compared to only 3 per cent of men,

according to the 1991 census. Fifty-four per cent
of women aged 60 and over are widows, as are
12 per cent of women aged 35 -59. Remarriage
is the exception rather than the rule; only about
10 per cent of widows marry again.

According to a study based on qualitative
information, widowers do not suffer the social
stigma, restrictions and taboos associated with
widows. They retain their economic resources
and are much more likely to remarry. In contrast,
the approximately 33 million Indian widows are
expected to lead chaste, austere, ascetic lives.
Meeting those expectations is possible only for
women who come from households prosperous
enough to care for a dependent widow. Reports
describe brothers-in-law who usurp the widow’s

share of property and do not offer her a harvest
share or daily maintenance; sons who live sepa-
rately and do not support the widowed mother;
and brothers who do not support the widowed
sister although they inherited her share of the
father’s property.

Widows have a basic repertoire of strate-
gies. They may try to exert their claims on male
kin (if any). If not, widows may adopt a son or
negotiate a daughter’s marriage to a son-in-law
willing to support them. Widows who own land
are more likely than landless widows to be able
to negotiate such arrangements. Widows may
remarry or enter partnerships with men who
offer support. They may continue to work in
small-scale farming, trading or producing goods

for sale, or they may enter the wage labour
force. Others adopt a religious way of life, living
from begging, chanting prayers or singing devo-
tional songs. Still others become prostitutes or
concubines to earn enough money to support
themselves.

The sensational circumstances of small
numbers of widows receive more attention than
the less visible and quiet deprivations of mil-
lions. These deprivations do not show up in eco-
nomic and social statistics, so the standard
household-level analyses tell very little about
widows and their well-being. Female-headed
households are not reported by marital status,
so widow-headed households cannot be com-
pared with other households.

a Martha Alter Chen, Perpetual Mourning: Widowhood in Rural India (Oxford University Press, 2000).

Widowhood in contemporary Indiaa



Desired number of children 
declined in developing regions
Attitudes toward sexual and reproductive rights have
changed considerably over the past three decades.
Today, in many countries, women and men can choose
when and whom to marry; whether to have children;
and the number, timing and spacing of those children.
Recent United Nations conferences in Cairo (1994) and
Beijing (1995) established guidelines to protect and
extend these reproductive rights, including the right of
access to reproductive health information and services.

The 1994 International Conference on Population
and Development (ICPD) held at Cairo was a catalyst
for change on this front. The ICPD Programme of
Action urged countries to develop and implement
their own programmes and policies centred on the
reproductive rights and health of women and men.

Since Cairo and Beijing, efforts to expand the avail-
ability of family planning services and to allow more
women and men to control their own reproductive
lives have been widespread.23 However, according to
the United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA), an
estimated 120 to 150 million women who want to
limit the number of children they have or to extend
the period of time between pregnancies lack effective
and safe means to do so. The large number of unwant-
ed pregnancies often results in unsafe abortions or
unwanted children, with serious consequences for the
lives of the children and their parents.24

The number of children desired (as expressed by
women) has declined significantly in developing coun-
tries, according to surveys undertaken in the 1980s and
1990s. The largest absolute decline is in sub-Saharan
Africa, where women want, on average, two fewer chil-
dren today than did women in the 1980s. However,
women still want a large number of children—for
example, in Cameroon, seven; and in Senegal, six.

In other regions, where family size has decreased
considerably over the last several decades, women also
say they want fewer children. Women in most of the
countries surveyed in Asia and Northern Africa say
they want between three and four children, down
from between four and five in the 1980s (chart 2.11).

Whether women and men achieve their desired fam-
ily size often depends on whether the demand for con-
traceptives is met. DHS data show the gap between
supply and demand for contraceptive services. The
unmet need is represented by the number of women
who have a mistimed or unwanted pregnancy, or by the
number of women who do not want a child, or want a
child later, but are not using contraceptives.25 Unmet
need is highest in sub-Saharan Africa, where 29 per cent
of women surveyed between 1988 and 1997, who either
did not want another child or wanted to delay their next

birth, had not been using contraception. In Asia, unmet
need is generally low. Wide variations are observed in
Latin America and the Caribbean. Northern Africa had
generally low levels of unmet need.26

The amount of time it takes for a woman to reach
a facility offering contraceptive services and/or sup-
plies is one indicator of family planning accessibility.
DHS surveys show that it is more difficult for women
in rural areas to get to family planning clinics. In the
22 countries in developing regions surveyed between
1990 and 1996, around 90 per cent of urban women
had a family planning clinic within an hour of their
homes; in rural areas in nine of those countries, less
than 50 per cent of women interviewed lived within
an hour of a family planning facility.27
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Source: Compiled from country reports of the World Fertility Surveys
and the Demographic and Health Surveys by Silvana Salvini as a con-
sultant to the Statistics Division of the United Nations Secretariat.

1980s 1990s

Chart 2.11:

In developing regions, women today want fewer 
children than did women a decade ago
Number of children desired

Northern Africa

Egypt 4.1 2.9

Morocco 4.9 3.8

Tunisia 4.1 3.5

Sub-Saharan Africa

Cameroon 8.0 6.8

Ghana 5.7 4.4

Kenya 6.8 3.7

Nigeria 8.3 5.8

Rwanda 6.0 4.2

Senegal 8.0 5.9

Latin America 
and the Caribbean

Bolivia 2.6 2.5

Brazil (Northeast) 2.8 2.7

Colombia 3.5 2.6

Dominican Republic 4.3 3.1

Ecuador 3.5 3.0

Mexico 4.2 3.0

Paraguay 4.5 3.9

Peru 3.8 2.5

Asia

Bangladesh 4.1 2.5

Indonesia 4.1 2.8

Jordan 6.3 4.4

Pakistan 4.2 4.1

Philippines 4.4 3.2

Fertility

Desired fertility is defined in
DHS surveys for childless
women as the number of 
children they would like if they
could choose exactly the num-
ber to have in their lifetimes;
and for women with children as
the number of children they
would like if they could go 
back to the time they did not
have any children and choose
exactly the number to have in
their lifetimes.

Unwanted fertility is the 
proportion of births that women
report as unwanted in the 
previous year. Women are asked
about the planning status of
births and choose among the
categories “Wanted then”,
“wanted later”, or “not wanted”.

Unmet need for contracep-
tion is the proportion of women
of reproductive age currently
married or in a union who do not
want a pregnancy immediately,
but are not using any contracep-
tive. It includes the need for
contraception to space births 
as well as to limit their number.

Total fertility rate is the
number of children that will 
be born to each woman if all
women survive to the end of
their reproductive years and
bear children at each age 
at the same rates as the ones
observed in a given period. 
It is calculated as the sum of
age-specific fertility rates for
women aged between 15 and 
49 years. The total fertility rate
is said to be below replacement
level when it is less than 2 . 1
births per woman.



respectively (table 2.A). Among the subregions of Asia,
Southern Asia has the lowest level of contraceptive use—
on average, 37 per cent. In some countries of sub-Saharan
Africa (Ghana, Kenya, Malawi, Zambia and Zimbabwe),
well over 20 per cent of women use contraception, while
in other countries there is 5 to 10 per cent use.

Over 60 per cent of married women in South
America use contraceptives, marking a moderate
increase since 1990. In Central America and the
Caribbean, most countries report contraceptive use
well above 50 per cent. Exceptions are Haiti and
Guatemala—18 and 31 per cent, respectively.

DHS surveys indicate that contraceptive use increas-
es with women’s level of education in all but one of the
22 countries examined. For example, in Cameroon,
Madagascar, the Niger, Nigeria and the United Republic
of Tanzania, women who have attended secondary
school are at least 10 times more likely to use contracep-
tion than women with no education. In most other
regions, educated women are twice as likely to use con-
traception as are women with little or no education.29 

Contraceptives widely used 
in developed regions
In Western Europe and most developed countries out-
side Europe, at least 70 per cent of married women
currently use some form of contraception. Japan is the
exception, with 59 per cent contraceptive use. Eastern
Europe also has a relatively low level of contraceptive
use—63 per cent (chart 2.12).

According to national surveys in North America,
Japan and Europe, contraceptive preference varies
widely among countries. For example, female sterili-
zation is the preferred method of contraception in
Canada, for 30 per cent of those surveyed. In Japan,
46 per cent of all married couples choose condoms as
the preferred method.30

Abortion rates decreasing in 
some developed regions
The use of abortion to terminate an unwanted preg-
nancy varies widely among regions. Abortion rates
have decreased significantly in all countries of North
America and Western Europe. However, differences
among countries remain substantial, ranging from a
high of 30 abortions per 100 births in Denmark,
Italy and Sweden to less than 20 per 100 births in
Austria, Germany, Greece, the Netherlands, Spain
and Switzerland.3 1

In countries where modern methods of contracep-
tion are not widely used—particularly in countries in
transition—abortion is commonly used as a form of
birth control. For example, throughout the 1990s, abor-
tion rates were very high in the Russian Federation,

Contraceptive use increasing in 
most developing regions
Contraceptive use has increased in most developing
regions since 1980.28 This trend has continued in recent
years (chart 2.12). Contraceptive use among currently
married women (or women in informal unions) is high
in Eastern Asia, with three quarters of women using
some form of contraception. China reports the highest
level of contraceptive use—83 per cent (table 2.A). In
South-eastern Asia, some countries show high levels of
use (for example, Thailand, with 75 per cent use, and
Indonesia, with 55 per cent use), while other countries
have levels below 20 per cent (for example, the Lao
People’s Democratic Republic and Myanmar).

Use of contraceptives is also generally high in Western
Asia and in Northern Africa, with nearly 50 per cent of
women, on average, using some form of contraception
(chart 2.12). Contraceptive use, however, remains low in
some countries in these regions, with the lowest levels
reported in Yemen and Oman—19 and 22 per cent,
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Source: Prepared by the Statistics Division of the United Nations
Secretariat from Women’s Indicators and Statistics Database (Wistat),
Version 4, CD-ROM (United Nations publication, Sales No. E.00.XVII.4).
a Average based on data for only two countries.

1985/1992 1993/1997

Chart 2.12:

The proportion of married women who use contra-
ception has increased in most developing regions
Percentage currently married women of reproductive 
age using contraception

Africa

Northern Africa 47 50

Southern Africa 31 ..

Rest of sub-Saharan Africa 15 18

Latin America 
and the Caribbean

Caribbean 52 ..

Central America 47 56

South America 57 62

Asia

Eastern Asia 76 74 a

South-eastern Asia 47 49

Southern Asia 35 37

Central Asia .. 58

Western Asia 33 48

Oceania 29 ..

Developed regions

Eastern Europe .. 63

Western Europe 76 74

Other developed regions 71 70
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Gender relations within and outside the family
play a key role in determining fertility. Men’s

influence over women often extends to the realm
of reproduction, determining decisions about sex-
ual activity and contraceptive use. In addition, men
often control access to reproductive health infor-
mation and services, finances, transportation and
other resources. Population and reproductive
health programmes are beginning to take these
roles into account in formulating ongoing policies
and programmes. 

Research has indicated that women and men
who discuss family planning are more likely to use
contraceptives, to use them effectively and, as a
result, to have fewer children.a DHS surveys show
wide variation among countries in the percent-
ages of men who report having discussed family
planning with their wives in the year preceding
the survey. In seven countries of sub-Saharan
Africa, for example, less than half of couples dis-
cussed contraception. In eight of 1 1 countries
elsewhere in the developing regions, the majority
of men reported that they had discussed issues of
contraception with their partners.b

Men’s reproductive roles 
and male fertility
Researchers and policy makers are increasingly
interested in including men in studies of fertility
and family planning.c At first, the focus was on
improving men’s support for women’s use of con-
traceptives and increasing the commitment of
male political, religious and community leaders
to family planning programmes. More recently,
attention has shifted to the importance of gen-
der relations in reproductive behaviour and to
understanding men’s attitudes toward fertility,
reproductive health and their own involvement in
family planning.  

Most modern contraceptive methods are,
however, female methods, and family planning
and reproductive health programmes are most
often designed for women. Programmes designed
to increase men’s participation have been ham-
pered by the lack of information about male atti-
tudes and use of contraception. Until recently,
the only data on men’s reproductive roles were
gathered by proxy from their partners, and little
was known about men’s sexual and reproductive
health or the extent to which women and men
share in reproductive decision-making and
parental responsibilities.

DHS surveys began including men in 1987.

Since then, data have been gathered in 29 devel-
oping countries, with more than one DHS survey
in eight of them. Data will soon become available
for nine additional developing countries.d While
the first surveys included only married men, more
recent surveys also incorporate single men. New
questionnaires address health-related behaviours
such as drinking and smoking, fathers’ participa-
tion in children’s heath care and men’s family life
and reproductive preferences.

Men’s use of contraception
The condom and vasectomy are male-controlled
contraceptive methods. They are generally used
much less frequently than female-controlled
methods (the pill, injectables, the diaphragm,
vaginal barrier methods, the IUD, hormonal im-
plants and female sterilization). Condom use is
low throughout most of sub-Saharan Africa,
despite the fact that condom use has been
shown to have a salutary effect in preventing the
spread of HIV/AIDS. Condom use is also relatively
low in Western Asia and Northern Africa.e

Vasectomies are almost non-existent in Africa
and popular in only a few Asian countries.
Vasectomies are reported by 12 per cent of mar-
ried couples in the Republic of Korea, by 10 per
cent in China, by 5 per cent in Nepal and by 4 per
cent in India. In Latin America and the Caribbean,
Brazil, Costa Rica and Guatemala are the only
countries to report some use.

Traditional contraceptive methods involving
male cooperation—withdrawal and periodic
abstinence—are not common in developing coun-
tries. However, DHS surveys indicate that the use
of methods involving male cooperation has

Gender relations and men’s roles and responsibilities

a M. Drennan, “New Perspectives on Men’s Participation”, Population Reports, Series J, No. 46 
(Baltimore, Johns Hopkins School of Hygiene and Public Health, 1998).

b R. Gardner and R. Blackburn, “New reproductive health focus”, Population Reports, Series J, No. 45
(Baltimore, Maryland, Johns Hopkins School of Hygiene and Public Health, 1998).

c Margaret E. Green and Ann E. Biddlecom, “Absent and Problematic Men: Demographic Accounts 
of Male Reproductive Roles”, Population Council Working Paper, No.103 (New York, 1997).

d Drennan, op. cit.
e Demographic and Health Surveys country reports (Columbia and Calverton, Maryland, Macro

International, 1988-1998).
f A.C. Ezeh and G. Mboup, “Gender differentials in contraceptive prevalence rates”, Studies in Family

Planning, vol. 28, No. 2 (1997).
g Margaret E. Green and Ann E. Biddlecom, “Absent and problematic men: demographic accounts of

male reproductive roles”, Population Council Working Paper, No.103 (New York, 1997); A. Noumbissi
and J. P. Sanderson., “Does man actually decide in Africa?”, paper presented at the  International Union
for the Scientific Study of Population (IUSSP) seminar on the theme “Men, family formation and 
reproduction”, Buenos Aires, 13-15 May 1998; Nii-Amoo Dodoo, “Men matter: additive and interactive
gendered preferences in reproductive behaviour in Kenya”, Demography, vol. 35 , No. 2 (1998); and
Mason K. Oppenheimer, H. L. Smith and P. S. Morgan, “The husband’s role in determining whether
contraception is used: the influence of gender context in five Asian countries”, paper presented at a
IUSSP seminar on the theme “Men, family formation and reproduction”, Buenos Aires, 13-15 May 1998.

increased in several countries—for example,
Ghana, Mali and Senegal.

Data from surveys regarding use of contra-
ceptive methods involving men must be inter-
preted with caution, as women’s and men’s
reports about use often disagree. Married men
tend to report considerably higher levels of con-
dom use than married women reporting on use of
condoms by their husband. DHS surveys in Kenya
found a difference of more than 20 percentage
points between men’s and women’s reporting of
overall contraceptive use.f

Male fertility
“Male fertility” refers to the number of children
that a man fathers during his lifetime. Unlike
female fertility, which has been well defined and
studied, the determinants of male fertility have
not been well developed. The determinants now
used are usually linked to the use of contracep-
tion, age at first marriage (or union), age of
spouse/partner and number of spouses/partners.

Male fertility and contraceptive use gained
attention in the developing regions at the end of
the 1980s, when it became clear that the family
planning programmes of the 1960s and 1970s,
which were focused on women, were less suc-
cessful in lowering fertility than expected.
Gender relations and decision-making between
partners came to be seen as key elements in
determining the success of family planning meth-
ods. Surveys conducted in several countries that
included men found that men were interested in
family planning but that they felt excluded, and
that playing a role in determining the number of
children they had was important to them.g



Belarus, Estonia and Romania (chart 2.13). In many
countries of Eastern Europe, rates are higher today
than they were before transition. In some Eastern
European countries, there are more abortions than live
births (for example, almost two abortions for every live
birth in the Russian Federation). The prevalence of
abortion in some of the countries in transition seems
to be linked to the use of traditional, less-effective
methods of contraception, given the limited availabili-
ty of modern contraception.

Births declining everywhere
In all regions of the world—and in almost all coun-
tries—fertility rates are declining. The downward
trend in overall levels of fertility has continued around
the world, and the upward trend observed during the
1980s in some developed countries—Finland, Sweden
and the United States—has reversed.

Between 1990–1995 and 1995–2000, fertility rates
decreased by at least 10 per cent in all regions of
Asia (except Southern Asia), Northern Africa, Eastern
Europe and Central America. In the developed
regions outside Eastern Europe and in sub-Saharan
Africa, rates decreased by 5 and 7 per cent, respec-
tively (chart 2.14).

In all countries of Eastern Asia (except Mongolia),
fertility is now below replacement level (i.e., total fer-

tility rate of less than 2.1 births per woman). The aver-
age total fertility rate (TFR) for Eastern Asia is 1.8
births per woman—the lowest in Asia (chart 2.14). Of all
Asian countries, those in Eastern Asia have the highest
use of contraceptives and the highest age at first mar-
riage, both factors linked to reductions in fertility rates.

The total fertility rate is 3.2 births per woman in
South-eastern Asia. In two countries of South-eastern
Asia—Singapore and Thailand—fertility levels are
below replacement and are thought to be linked to
better opportunities for women in education and
employment. Other countries in South-eastern Asia
have relatively higher levels of fertility (above 3 births
per woman in five of 11 countries).

In Western Asia, the total fertility rate is 3.8 births
per woman, with wide variations among countries
within the region. Countries with rapid economic
development have relatively low fertility rates—for
example, Turkey (2.5) and Israel (2.7). Other coun-
tries have fertility rates between 4 and 5 births per
woman (Jordan and the Syrian Arab Republic) or
between 5 and 6 (Iraq, Oman and Saudi Arabia).
Yemen and the Gaza Strip (within the Occupied
Palestinian Territory)32 have fertility rates among the
highest in all of Asia—7 to 8 births per woman.

Southern Asia has the highest regional fertility in
Asia—on average, 4.3 births per woman. However,
fertility rates vary widely within the region, thought to
be due in part to variations in levels of education, the
availability of family planning services, and gender
equity and equality. For example, in Bangladesh and
India, where contraceptive use among women is high
for the region (49 and 41 per cent, respectively), the
fertility rates are around 3 births per woman; in
Pakistan and Afghanistan, where there is less gender
equity and equality in education and less access to
family planning, the fertility rates are 5 and 7 births
per woman, respectively (table 2.A).

Fertility rates in Latin America and the Caribbean
range from an average of 2.3 births per woman in the
Caribbean to 3.7 in Central America. The only coun-
tries with rates above 4 births per woman in these
regions are Bolivia, Guatemala, Haiti, Honduras,
Nicaragua and Paraguay (table 2.A).

Fertility in sub-Saharan Africa remains the highest
in the world, at 5.4 births per woman. The majority of
the world’s high fertility countries (where women have
more than six children) are in sub-Saharan Africa (table

2.A). Between 1990–1995 and 1995–2000, fertility rates
have declined in all but three countries of the region.33 

All Western European countries have fertility rates
at or below replacement level. In some of the coun-
tries of Southern Europe and in Germany, fertility has
reached unprecedented low levels. Fertility is also very
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1989 1996/1997

Abortions per 100 live births

Eastern Europe

Albania 30 41

Belarus 164 166

Bulgaria 118 135

Croatia 84 a 18

Czech Republic 99 63

Estonia 116 152

Hungary 88 90

Latvia 126 116

Lithuania 90 60

Poland 15 1

Republic of Moldova 97 82

Romania 52 147

Russian Federation 205 198

Slovakia 70 47

Slovenia 68 54

The FYR of Macedonia 85 41

Ukraine 153 135

Yugoslavia 131 61

Chart 2.13:  

Abortion rates remain high in 
many countries of Eastern Europe

Source: United Nations
Children’s Fund, Monitoring 

Eastern Europe, MONEE
Project database (Florence,

International Child Dev-
elopment Centre, 1999).

a For 1990.



low in Eastern Europe—on average, 1.5 births per
woman. Albania is the only country of the region with
fertility above replacement level. Fertility levels are
slightly higher in the rest of the developed regions. For
example, in both New Zealand and the United States,
the total fertility rate is 2 births per woman. Japan is
the exception, with a total fertility rate of 1.4.

Reasons for low fertility 
In low fertility countries, the overall declining trend in
fertility is believed to derive from women’s increased
participation in economic activities, often made pos-
sible by private and public investments in higher edu-
cation and career opportunities for young women.
Women who take advantage of such opportunities
tend to delay marriage and childbirth.

Declines in fertility levels, however, do not always
reflect positive social factors. Adverse economic con-
ditions, including high levels of unemployment, espe-
cially among young women, and housing shortages
for young couples, may have caused women to post-

pone childbearing or to have fewer children.34

Society’s response to the changing needs of working
women in terms of social policies and services has also
been limited. In addition, in many countries, men
have been slow to respond in terms of sharing the
responsibilities of running a home and raising a fam-
ily.35 In Italy, for example, 54 per cent of women with
children under age 3 spend more than 60 hours a week
on paid work and household tasks, compared to 21
per cent of men with children of the same age.36

In Eastern Europe, low fertility seems linked to
unfavourable social and economic conditions.
Policies that encouraged women to have more chil-
dren rarely succeeded, and the political and econom-
ic crisis of 1989-90 increased economic insecurity.
Total fertility rates decreased significantly between
1990 and 1997 in most countries in Eastern Europe
and Central Asia (chart 2.15).

The United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF)
reports that in countries in transition, couples are no
longer having a second or third child, with economic
insecurity being given as one of the underlying causes.
In addition, the availability of childcare facilities has
decreased, while childcare fees have increased. Between
1989 and 1997, enrolment rates in pre-school (for chil-
dren up to 2 years of age) have fallen in all countries—
for example, from 42 to 13 per cent in Latvia.37

Births to young women
The highest adolescent fertility rates are in countries
of sub-Saharan Africa and Central America, with, on
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Source: Prepared by the Statistics Division of the United Nations
Secretariat from Women’s Indicators and Statistics Database (Wistat),
Version 4, CD-ROM (United Nations publication, Sales No. E.00.XVII.4),
based on Population Division of the United Nations Secretariat, World
Population Prospects: The 1998 Revision, vol. I, Comprehensive Tables
(United Nations publication, Sales No. E.99.XIII.9).

1990– 1995 1995–2000
Africa

Northern Africa 3.9 3.4

Southern Africa 4.8 4.4

Rest of sub-Saharan Africa 5.9 5.5

Latin America 
and the Caribbean

Caribbean 2.5 2.3

Central America 4.1 3.7

South America 3.2 2.9

Asia

Eastern Asia 2.0 1.8

South-eastern Asia 3.6 3.2

Southern Asia 4.7 4.3

Central Asia 3.7 3.3

Western Asia 4.3 3.8

Oceania 4.0 3.7

Developed regions

Eastern Europe 1.8 1.5

Western Europe 1.7 1.6

Other developed regions 1.9 1.8

Chart 2.14:

Fertility levels have declined around the world
Estimated total fertility rate (births per woman)

Eastern Europe

Albania 3.0 ..
Belarus 1.9 1.2
Bosnia and Herzegovina 1.7 ..
Bulgaria 1.8 1.1
Croatia 1.6 1.7
Czech Republic 1.9 1.2
Estonia 2.1 1.2
Hungary 1.8 1.4
Latvia 2.0 1.1
Lithuania 2.0 1.4
Poland 2.0 1.5
Republic of Moldova 2.4 1.7
Romania 1.8 1.3
Russian Federation 1.9 1.2
Slovakia 2.1 1.4
Slovenia 1.5 1.3

Chart 2.15:

Fertility levels have declined substantially in virtually all transition 
countries since 1990
Total fertility rate (births per woman)

1990
1996/
1997 1990

1996/
1997

Eastern Europe (cont’d)

The FYR of Macedonia 2.1 1.9
Ukraine 1.9 1.3
Yugoslavia 2.1 1.7

Asia

Armenia 2.6 1.5
Azerbaijan 2.8 2.1
Georgia 2.2 ..
Kazakhstan 2.7 2.0
Kyrgyzstan 3.7 2.8
Tajikistan 5.1 3.6
Turkmenistan 4.2 2.9
Uzbekistan 4.1 3.2

Source: United Nations Children’s Fund, Monitoring
Eastern Europe, MONEE Project database (Florence,
International Child Development Centre, 1999).



observed in Eastern Asia and Western Europe, where
there are, on average, 12 and 13 births per 1,000
women aged 15 to 19, respectively (chart 2.16).

Births during adolescence are generally more com-
mon in the developed regions outside Europe, though
rates vary—for example, 4 births per 1,000 young women
in Japan and 59 per 1,000 in the United States. In the
United States, high fertility levels among young women
are linked to particularly high levels of sexual activity
among adolescents and low levels of contraceptive use.3 8 

Eastern Europe has, on average, 33 births per 1,000
women aged 15 to 19. The highest rates in the region
are in Bulgaria and the Russian Federation—49 and 45
births, respectively. However, in Eastern Europe, ado-
lescent births have been decreasing substantially since
the onset of the economic transition, perhaps in part
because contraceptives have recently become more
widely available in some countries of the region.39

Data reported by countries in Eastern Asia,
Northern Africa and Western Europe40 indicate that
adolescent fertility has declined sharply over the last
two decades—average fertility rates are half of those
observed in 1980. Births to young women have also
decreased significantly in Eastern Europe, the
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1990 1994/1998
Eastern Europe

Belarus 9 16

Bosnia and Herzegovina 7 ..

Bulgaria 12 30

Croatia 7 7

Czech Republic 9 18 a

Estonia 27 52

Hungary 13 25 a

Latvia 17 35

Lithuania 7 17

Poland 6 11

Republic of Moldova 11 17

Romania 4 b 22 b

Russia 15 25

Slovakia 8 16 a

Slovenia 25 33

The FYR of Macedonia 7 9

Ukraine 11 13

Yugoslavia 13 18

Western Europe

Austria 24 30

Belgium 12 18

Denmark 46 45

1990 1994/1998
Western Europe (cont’d)

Finland 25 37

France 30 40 a

Germany 15 19

Greece 2 4

Iceland 55 64 a

Ireland 15 30 a

Italy 7 9 a

Luxembourg 13 18

Netherlands 11 21 a

Norway 39 49 a

Portugal 15 20

Spain 10 12

Sweden 47 55

Switzerland 6 9 a

United Kingdom 28 38 a

Other 
developed regions

Australia 22 23

Canada 23 37

Japan 1 ..

New Zealand 34 41

United States 28 32

Sources: Conseil de l’Europe,
Evolution démographique récente

(1998); Eurostat, Demographic
Statistics (1998 and 1999); 

and A. Monnier, “La conjoncture
démographique: L’Europe et les 
pays développés d’Outre-mer”,

Population, vol. 5 (1998).
a Provisional data.

b The sharp increase observed 
in Romania between 1990

and 1995 is due to an expan-
sion of the definition, which
in the past referred only to

births from unknown
fathers but now includes all
births to unmarried women.

Chart 2.17:

Births outside formal marriage have become more common in developed regions
Percentage of births to unmarried women

Africa

Northern Africa 44
Sub-Saharan Africa 130

Latin America 
and the Caribbean

Caribbean 57
Central America 102
South America 67

Asia

Eastern Asia 12

South-eastern Asia 40
Southern Asia 85
Central Asia 37
Western Asia 54

Oceania 62

Developed regions

Eastern Europe 33
Western Europe 13
Other developed regions 28

Source: Prepared by the Statistics
Division of the United Nations

Secretariat from Women's
Indicators and Statistics Database

(Wistat), Version 4, CD-ROM (United
Nations publication, Sales No.

E.00.XVII.4), based on Population
Division of the United Nations
Secretariat, World Population

Prospects, The 1998 Revision, “Age
patterns of fertility 1995– 2050”,

data set in digital form.

Chart 2.16:
Adolescent women have children in many 
parts of the world
Births per 1000 women aged 15 -19, 1995–2000

average, 130 and 102 births per 1,000 young women
aged 15 to 19, respectively (chart 2.16).

In Southern Asia, births to young women number
85 per 1,000, although there are wide variations
among countries of the region. In Nepal, for example,
the adolescent fertility rate is 120 births per 1,000,
while in Sri Lanka, the rate is 20 (table 2.A).

The lowest birth rates for young women are



Caribbean and Western Asia. Birth rates for young
women have decreased only slightly or have stayed
the same in Southern Asia, sub-Saharan Africa and
the developed regions outside Europe.

Contraceptive practices are important in deter-
mining if and when young women have children. In
general, young women are much less likely to use con-
traceptives than are adult women. Adolescents who
want to prevent pregnancies are often hindered by
lack of access to contraceptive services and products,
and family planning programmes are rarely tailored to
their needs and circumstances.4 1

For young women, childbearing during adoles-
cence often means the loss of important educational,
vocational and social opportunities.42 Young men are
much less likely than young women to become par-
ents during adolescence. Studies show that adolescent
parenthood negatively affects young men in terms of
educational and occupational opportunities, although
the effects are not as severe as for young women.43

Births outside marriage
Between 1990 and 1994/1998, births outside marriage
increased in all but two countries of the developed
regions (chart 2.17). In Eastern Europe, births outside
marriage ranged from 7 per cent of all births in Croatia
to 52 per cent in Estonia. In Western Europe, the pro-
portion of births to unmarried women ranged from 4
per cent in Greece to 64 per cent in Iceland. In developed
countries outside Europe, the proportion of births to
unmarried women was 32 per cent in the United States
and 37 per cent in Canada. In Japan, births outside mar-
riage account for less than 1 per cent of all births.

Before cohabitation became common, births to
unmarried women occurred mostly among women
living without partners. Recent European data, how-
ever, suggest that many of these births now occur
within cohabitation. Exceptions to this general pattern
are the Federal Republic of Germany (not including
the former German Democratic Republic), the
Netherlands and Switzerland. Although cohabitation
is reported to be widespread in these countries, the
majority of women legalize their unions just before
giving birth to their first child.44

In most developed countries, childbearing among
unmarried, non-cohabiting women is thought to be
less prevalent, although national experiences vary
widely.4 5 The circumstances of single motherhood are
not fully understood but may correlate with individ-
ual characteristics and social contexts (e.g., societal
norms and attitudes, contraceptive availability,
socioeconomic status, etc.). In Austria and Germany,
for example, the high level of births to single mothers
might reflect societal norms. In Lithuania and Poland,

high rates of childbearing among unmarried, non-
cohabiting women are reported to be linked to limit-
ed availability and use of contraception.4 6

The above analysis covers only developed regions
because data on the number of births outside mar-
riage are not readily available for developing regions.

Many mothers employed 
Throughout the world, women bear most of the
responsibility for rearing children, and an increasing
number of mothers are also in the labour force. More
women are active in formal, paid employment before,
during and after child-rearing. Attitudes toward
employed mothers have changed profoundly during
recent decades. In addition, the unpaid and/or infor-
mal work that women do in the home and communi-
ty has begun to be more fully acknowledged.

Employed mothers in developed countries 
Working mothers have many concerns about how to bal-
ance work and family responsibilities effectively and how
to have men share those responsibilities.47 The needs of
working women have outpaced new accommodations
made for women in the workplace and improvements in
childcare. The availability and quality of childcare has
become a crucial issue in many countries.

In many countries of the European Union (EU)
and North America, more than half of all mothers
with children under age 3 are employed (chart 2.18).48

U N I T E D  N A T I O N S ■ T H E  WO R L D ’S WO M E N  20 0 037

Source: Prepared by the
Statistics Division of the United
Nations Secretariat based on data
provided by Eurostat from the
European Labour Force Survey,
and data provided by Statistics
Canada and the United States
Bureau of Labor Statistics.
a Children under 3 years of age

1983 1992 1997
Western Europe

Belgium 50 62 69

Denmark .. 43 45

France 48 52 51

Greece 27 42 45

Ireland 18 37 48

Italy 38 42 42

Luxembourg 34 37 46

Netherlands 18 42 59

Portugal .. 69 69

Spain .. 31 39

United Kingdom 21 45 55

Other 
developed regions

Canada 42 54 62

United States 42 49 58

Chart 2.18:

Many women with young children are employed 
and their employment levels have increased
Employment/population ratio (per 100), 
of women with young children a



From the early 1980s to the late 1990s, their employ-
ment has increased in all the countries observed. The
largest increases were in countries where employment
of mothers with young children was particularly low
in the 1980s—Ireland, the Netherlands and the United
Kingdom. In these countries, employment levels of
women with children under age 3 are now compara-
ble to other countries in the EU.

The number of young children women have appears
to influence employment levels. In 1997, in all
European countries examined, employment levels of
women with two or more children aged 5 or younger
were substantially lower than those of women with only
one young child. For the countries of the European
Union, the employment-to-population ratio was 56 per
cent for mothers of one child and 32 per cent for moth-
ers of three or more children aged 5 or younger.49

Lone mothers (i.e., mothers raising children by
themselves) with children under age 3 are, on aver-
age, less likely to be employed than all mothers of
children under age 3, except in Austria, Italy,
Luxembourg and Spain (chart 2.19). Differences across
countries between employment of lone mothers and
employment of all mothers are not fully understood.
The differences may reflect the availability and quali-
ty of child-care services, the level of extended family
support, the type and efficiency of the country’s wel-
fare system and/or the availability of compensation
and benefits for working parents.

Data for countries of the European Union indicate
that lone mothers have higher unemployment rates

than mothers living with partners. In 1996, for the
European Union as a whole, the unemployment rate
of lone mothers was 17 per cent, compared to 11 per
cent for mothers living with their partners, 10 per cent
for lone fathers and 6 per cent for other heads of
households with dependent children.50 In Canada, a
decrease in the employment of lone mothers was
largely attributed to the economic recessions of early
1980s and early 1990s, but this trend was not observed
among mothers who were living with a partner.51

Employed mothers in developing regions
Young children also influence women’s working pat-
terns in developing regions. In sub-Saharan Africa,
women with children under age 5 tend to be a mi-
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Source: Prepared by the 
Statistics Division of the United

Nations Secretariat based on data 
provided by Eurostat from the

European Labour Force Survey.
a Children under 3 years of age.

Chart 2.19:

In most countries in Western Europe, 
lone mothers with young children 
are less likely to be employed than 
all mothers with young childen
Employment/population ratio (per 100),
women with young childrena, 1997

Western Europe

Austria 77 72

Belgium 51 69

Denmark 39 45

France 36 51

Greece 43 45

Ireland 26 48

Italy 60 42

Luxembourg 49 46

Netherlands 34 59

Portugal 52 69

Spain 53 39

United Kingdom 24 55

Lone mothers All mothers

Source: Compiled by the Statistics Division of the United Nations
Secretariat from Demographic and Health Surveys country
reports (Calverton, Maryland, Macro International, 1994–1998).
a Children under 6 years of age, except in Benin (under 3 years)

and in Brazil and the Central African Republic (under 5 years).

Chart 2.20:

In sub-Saharan Africa, women with young children
tend to be a minority among women working for an
employer but a majority among the self-employed
Percentage with young children a, 1994/1998

Sub-Saharan 
Africa

Benin 27 57

Central African Republic 31 51

Comoros 30 45

Kenya 40 58

Madagascar 40 62

Mali 43 66

Mozambique 51 60

Niger 44 67

Uganda 49 67

Zambia 41 64

Zimbabwe 37 59

Latin America 
and the Caribbean

Dominican Republic 33 36

Guatemala 35 46

Haiti 49 35

Asia

Jordan 69 64

Kyrgyzstan 29 30

Nepal 57 61

Uzbekistan 13 32

Yemen 70 67

Among women
working for 
an employer

Among 
self-employed

women



Sources: Institut national de la statistique et des études
économiques, “Un parent seul dans une famille sur huit”
(1994); for Canada: Statistics Canada, “1996 Census: 
marital status, common-law unions and families”, 
The Daily, accessed on 14 October 1997 at: http://www.
statcan.ca; for the United States: Lynne M. Casper and 
Ken Bryson, “Household and family characteristics: 
March 1998 (update)”, in United States Bureau of the 
Census, Current Population Reports, accessed in October
1998 at: http://www.census.gov; for other countries, 
national statistical yearbooks, various years.
a Cut-off ages used to define children vary among countries.
b Data are for 1984/1985.
c Data are for 1994.

nority among women working for an employer but
a majority among those self-employed (chart 2.20).
Data on three countries in Latin America and the
Caribbean indicate that women with young children
represent a minority of both women who work for
an employer and those who are self-employed.
There are data for only a few countries in Asia, and
the findings are mixed.

It is often assumed that in developing countries,
employed mothers work mostly at home, where they
can combine childcare with other work, paid or
unpaid. However, data from 23 countries in Africa,
Asia and Latin America and the Caribbean indicate
that a majority of working women with children under
age 5 work away from home. In all countries examined
(except Bangladesh and Malawi), more than half of all
working mothers work away from home.52

Data also show that women, lacking quality child-
care, must take their children to work with them. In
10 of the 12 countries surveyed in sub-Saharan
Africa, and in Pakistan and Peru, over 40 per cent of
women have their small children with them when
they work away from home.53

LIVING ARRANGEMENTS
Living arrangements for women, men and families are
changing throughout the world. Families are becom-
ing more dispersed as members are separating from
one another. There are many possible arrangements:
spouses or partners live separately, especially when
one spouse migrates away from home for work; cou-
ples separate and/or divorce; children live away from
one or both of their parents; young adults live apart
from their families; and elderly people live alone
instead of with close relatives.54 In many parts of the
world, these changes, together with an overall reduc-
tion in the number of children that women are hav-
ing, are producing smaller households.

Lone-parent families becoming more 
common in developed regions
Lone-parent families (families in which children are
raised by only one parent) are becoming more com-
mon in many developed countries (chart 2.21) and the
lone parent is usually the mother. In the United
States in 1998, of all families with children, a third—
almost 12 million families—were lone-parent fami-
lies, up from 28 per cent in 1990.55 In Canada in
1996, there were 1.1 million lone-parent families—
22 per cent of all families with children at home.
Mothers account for over 80 per cent of lone-parent
families in all these countries.

Lone-parent families are most often the result of
separation, divorce or widowhood, or of unmarried,

non-cohabiting women giving birth. In the case of
divorce, the partner who becomes the lone parent is
most often the woman, as mothers are usually given
custody of children. In Italy in 1997, for example, 90
per cent of children whose parents divorced stayed
with their mothers; 6 per cent with their fathers; and
the rest were in joint custody.56

Never-married women represent an increasingly
significant proportion of lone mothers. In the United
States in 1998, 42 per cent of lone mothers had never
been married.57 In Canada in 1996, 24 per cent of all
lone mothers had never been married.58

The lone-parent family headed by the mother is
arousing concern because its prevalence is growing
and because it often places mothers and children in
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1988/1991 1995/1998

Chart 2.21:

Lone-parent families in developed regions
Percentage of families with childrena that are lone-parent families

Eastern Europe

Hungary 20 b ..

Poland 14 22

Former USSR 15 b ..

Western Europe

Denmark 19 c 19

Finland 17 c 18

France 12 17

Germany 16 ..

Iceland 20 c ..

Italy 14 ..

Netherlands 18 ..

Norway 20 22

Sweden 22 ..

United Kingdom 15 ..

Other 
developed regions

Australia 17 20

Canada 19 22

Japan 5 ..

United States 28 34

Household and family 

According to the United Nations
recommendations a, a household
is classified as either (a) a one-
person household, in which one
person makes provision for his
or her own food or other essen-
tials for living or (b) a multi-
person household, defined as 
a group of two or more persons
living together who make com-
mon provision for food or other
essentials for living. The per-
sons in the group may pool
their incomes and have a com-
mon budget to a greater or less-
er extent; they may be related
or unrelated persons.

Many countries adopt an
alternative concept, the so-
called household-dwelling 
concept, where a household 
consists of all persons living
together in a housing unit. 

The United Nations recom-
mendations define the family as
those members of the house-
hold who are related, to a spec-
ified degree, through blood,
adoption or marriage. In prac-
tice, most households consist 
of a family. However, these two
concepts cannot be used inter-
changeably. A household may
consist of only one person but 
a family must contain at least
two members and the members
of a multi-person household need
not be related to each other,
while the members of a family
must be related. 

The recommendations also
define a family nucleus as a
married couple living together
without children, a married 
couple with one or more unmar-
ried children, or a mother or
father living with one or more
unmarried children.

a See United Nations, Principles
and Recommendations for
Population and Housing
Censuses (United Nations 
publication, Sales No.
E.98.XVII.8)



economic need. Everywhere in the developed regions,
lone mothers tend to be poorer than mothers who
live with a partner, and even poorer in comparison to
lone fathers.

In some countries, attention is turning toward lone
fathers. In the United States, the number of lone fathers
has been growing in recent years. While the number of
lone mothers remained at 9.8 million from 1995 to 1998,
the number of lone fathers increased nearly 25 per
cent—from 1.7 million to 2.1 million—over the same
period. Over half of these lone fathers are divorced or
separated, while just over a third have never been mar-
ried.59 Of almost 40,000 Canadian divorces involving
children in 1997, the father received sole custody in 11
per cent of the cases and joint custody in 28 per cent.60

Children of lone mothers often 
economically disadvantaged
There is some evidence that the number of children
living with lone parents—either mothers or
fathers—has been increasing. In the EU (excluding
Denmark and Sweden), 10.7 million children were
living with only one parent in 1996, representing 13
per cent of all dependent children. The percentage of
children living with only one parent has been grow-
ing since 1983 and has more than doubled in Ireland
and the United Kingdom.61 In Canada, almost one in

five children lived in lone-parent families in 1996, up
from one in six in 1991. In 1998, the United States
had the highest proportion of children living in lone-
parent families—28 per cent of children under 18, or
a total of 19.8 million children.62

In the United States, children living with both par-
ents usually have financial and educational advantages
over those in lone-parent families. Children living
with a divorced parent, however, generally fare better
than those living with a never-married parent, who is
more likely to have a low level of education and, as a
result, fewer employment opportunities. Children
who live with lone fathers have an economic advan-
tage over those who live with lone mothers.63 Nearly
60 per cent of children with lone mothers live near or
below the poverty line—69 per cent of children with
never-married mothers, as compared to 45 per cent of
those with divorced mothers. In both cases, mothers
are most often unemployed.64

In EU countries, too, there is evidence that chil-
dren of lone mothers may be disadvantaged.65 In
1996, 17 per cent of lone mothers in the EU were
unemployed, compared to 11 per cent of mothers
with partners, and 6 per cent of all other heads of
families with dependent children. The adjusted
income of lone-parent families in 1994 was 77 per
cent that of other families.66
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Source: Barbara S. Mensch, 
Judith Bruce and Margaret E.

Greene, The Uncharted Passage:
Girls’ Adolescence in the 

Developing World (New York,
Population Council, 1998).

a Data for this country refer 
to 1990/1991.

W M W M
North Africa

Morocco 8 9

Sub-Saharan Africa

Benin 33 19

Burkina Faso 21 16

Cameroona 26 24

Central African 
Republic 28 25

Comoros 28 23

Côte d’Ivoire 36 25

Ghana 30 20

Kenya 19 15

Madagascar 22 21

Mali 18 11

Namibia 42 36

Nigera 26 16

Nigeria 22 16

Senegal 21 20

Uganda 31 27

United Rep. of Tanzania 23 22

Sub-Saharan 
Africa (cont’d)

Zambia 28 25

Zimbabwe 27 24

Latin America 
and the Caribbean

Brazil 12 9

Colombia 14 13

Dominican Republica 27 18

Guatemala 9 8

Haiti 36 26

Paraguaya 17 12

Asia

Indonesia 9 7

Kazakhstan 10 5

Pakistana 4 4

Philippines 11 9

Turkey 3 3

Uzbekistan 2 2

Chart 2.22:

In some developing countries, many children, particularly girls, do not live with either parent
Percentage of adolescents aged 12-14 living with neither parent, 1992/1996



Sources: Eurostat, “Populations, ménages et logements en Europe: principaux recensements de 1990-91”, Theme 3,
Serie C; “Demographic trends and family in postcommunist countries” (1997); national statistical yearbooks.
a Data are for 1990/1993.

Many children living away from 
their parents in the developing regions
In developing regions, especially in sub-Saharan
Africa and to a lesser extent in Latin America and the
Caribbean, large numbers of adolescents do not live
with their biological parents. For example, in Benin,
Côte d’Ivoire, Haiti, Namibia and Uganda, at least one
third of girls, and at least one fifth of boys, aged 12 to
14, do not live with their parents (chart 2.22).

In some of the sub-Saharan African countries con-
sidered—Benin, Côte d’Ivoire, Ghana, Mali, the Niger
and Nigeria—and in the Dominican Republic, Haiti
and Paraguay, considerably more girls than boys live
away from their biological parents. In Asia and
Northern Africa, it is much less common for children
to live apart from their parents and sex differentials
tend to be small (chart 2.22). Many of these children are
placed in foster households because their biological
parents think the children will have better access to
education and work than they would if they stayed
with their biological parents. Others are in foster
households because their parents cannot afford to
raise them (sometimes due to the number of children
in the family) or are otherwise unable or unwilling to
care for them. Still other children have been aban-
doned or orphaned. Large numbers of children have
been orphaned because of acquired immunodeficien-
cy syndrome (AIDS). Worldwide, more than 8 million
children are estimated to have lost their mothers to
AIDS, and 90 per cent of these children live in sub-
Saharan Africa. In Uganda alone, 1.7 million children
have lost one or both parents to AIDS since 1980.67

Foster households represent 20 per cent of all
households in most of the African countries surveyed
by DHS.68 In the Latin American and Caribbean
countries surveyed, at least 7 per cent of households
included foster children. There is some evidence that
fostered children work longer hours and have higher
rates of morbidity and mortality than siblings who
remain at home and that the younger the child when
she or he is fostered away, the more detrimental it will
be to the child’s well-being.69 AIDS orphans often face
the additional problems of neglect and isolation
because of the social stigma attached to the disease.

Other studies show that fostered children in sub-
Saharan Africa, especially girls, are likely to end up
as servants in the foster household. There is no evi-
dence that fostered children enjoy better access to
education. In fact, DHS data for 26 countries in sub-
Saharan Africa, Latin America and the Caribbean
and Central Asia (countries of the former USSR)
show that enrolment of fostered children aged 12 to
14 is often lower than enrolment of children living
with their parents.70

Women make up most of 
one-person households 
In developed regions, one-person households are
becoming more common, and these usually consist
of unmarried elderly persons or young adults.
Women comprise the majority of one-person house-
holds (chart 2.23).
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% households 
that are one-person

1995 / 1998

% women among
one-person 
households,
around 1990

Chart 2.23:

One-person households have increased in developed regions, 
and women comprise a majority of these households

Eastern Europe

Bulgaria 17 20 a 57

Czech Republic 19 27 61

Hungary 17 26 64

Poland 16 20 65

Romania 14 17 a 67

Slovakia 12 22 65

Slovenia .. 18a 67

The FYR of Macedonia .. .. 64

Yugoslavia 13 14a ..

Western Europe

Austria 25 29 66

Belgium 19 27 59

Denmark 22 37 58

Finland 24 35 63

France 20 30 63

Germany .. 35 ..

Greece 11 21 64

Ireland 13 23 53

Italy 13 23 66

Luxembourg 16 26 a 61

Netherlands 17 32 58

Norway 21 45 54

Portugal 10 14 70

Spain 7 13 55

Sweden 25 40 a 55

Switzerland 20 32 a 59

United Kingdom 18 28 62

Other developed regions

Australia 14 24 ..

Canada 13 23a 58

Japan 20 26 44

New Zealand .. 20 58

United States 17 25 61



Source: Prepared by the Statistics Division of the United Nations
Secretariat from Women’s Indicators and Statistics Database (Wistat),
Version 4, CD-ROM (United Nations publication, Sales No. E.00.XVII.4).

In Western European countries, the percentage of
all households that are one-person households
ranged from 7 to 25 per cent in 1970 and from 13 to
45 per cent in 1998. The percentage of one-person
households also increased in all countries of Eastern
Europe and in the developed regions outside Europe
over the same period. One-person households now
account for 14 to 27 per cent of all households in
Eastern Europe, and for 20 to 26 per cent in the devel-
oped countries outside Europe.

In all developed countries except Japan, women
make up the majority—55 to 70 per cent—of one-
person households (chart 2.23), and many of these
women are older persons. At older ages, many more
women than men live alone. Among the member
States of the European Union, for example, 39 per cent
of women aged 60 or over lived alone, compared to 15
per cent of men in the same age group. By age 75 or
over, 56 per cent of women are living alone, compared
to 22 per cent of men.7 1

Older widows, in particular, tend to live alone. For
example, in the United States, in 1998, 70 percent of
widows aged 65 or over lived alone; 72 in Canada, in
1995, 75 per cent lived alone.73 

Women-headed households 
common in some regions
Headship measures are not straightforward and data
are not easily comparable. The designation of “head-
ship” may depend on the culture, on prevalent living
arrangements and on definitions and criteria adopted
in data collection. Whether women perceive and
report themselves as household heads varies across
cultures, and is often dependent upon whether there
is an adult male in the household. Moreover, a num-
ber of countries have substituted the concept of “ref-
erence person” for household head in their
data-collection programmes. Use of a reference per-
son as a substitute for household head rests on the
assumption that the person so designated coincides
with the person recognized by household members as
head of household.

Since it is usually assumed that household heads
have primary authority and responsibility for
household affairs and in most cases are its chief eco-
nomic support, available statistics on men and
women heads of household considerably understate
women’s household responsibilities. However, these
statistics do provide an indication of the number of
households where women have sole responsibility
for supporting the household.

Women are reported as household head or refer-
ence person in 9 to 42 per cent of households in all
regions of the world (chart 2.24). The percentage of
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Chart 2.24:

Women head a significant
number of households in
most regions
Percentage of household heads
who are women, 1985/1997

Africa

Northern Africa 12
Southern Africa 42
Rest of sub-Saharan Africa 21

Latin America 
and the Caribbean

Caribbean 36
Central America 22
South America 22

Asia

Eastern Asia 22
South-eastern Asia 19
Southern Asia 9
Central Asia 24
Western Asia 10

Oceania 15

Developed regions

Eastern Europe 27
Western Europe 29
Other developed regions 31

Source: Prepared by the Statistics
Division of the United Nations
Secretariat from Women’s Indicators
and Statistics Database (Wistat),
Version 4, CD-ROM (United Nations
publication, Sales No. E.00.XVII.4).

Note: Averages for some 
regions are based on a small 
number of countries.

W M

Chart 2.25:

More than one fourth of women heads 
of household are aged 60 or over
Percentage of household heads aged 60+, 1985/1997

women-headed households is highest in Southern
Africa and the Caribbean—42 and 36 per cent, respec-
tively. The high percentages in these regions are
thought to be due to the relatively late age at marriage
for women and the prevalence of informal unions and
of births outside marriage. Moreover, in countries of
Southern Africa, where female headship is traditional,
women are more likely to be listed as the household’s
head even when the household contains an adult male.

Female headship is also common in some sub-
Saharan African countries (other than those in
Southern Africa). For example, more than 30 per cent of
households are headed by women in Botswana, Ghana,
Kenya, Namibia, Swaziland and Zimbabwe (table 2.A). In
sub-Saharan Africa, high rates of female headship may
be linked to male migration and family dissolution, or
to the matrilineal structure of kinship groups.74

In the developed regions, around 30 per cent of
heads of household are women, although there are
wide variations within the regions. In the Nordic coun-
tries75, for example, almost 40 per cent of household
heads are women, compared to around 20 per cent in
Portugal and Greece. In the developed regions outside
Europe, the percentage of women heads of household
ranges from 17 in Japan to 37 in New Zealand.

In developed countries, a higher percentage of
women-headed households reflects large numbers of
both older widows and younger unmarried women liv-
ing alone. This high percentage also suggests that it is
easier in these countries for a woman to be recorded as
head of household even when there is a man present.

In all regions, the percentage of heads of household
who are aged 60 or over is higher among women than
among men (chart 2.25). The highest percentage of
women heads of household aged 60 or over is in
Europe (46). By comparison, roughly 25 per cent of
women heads of household are aged 60 or over in

Region

Africa 24 18

Caribbean 26 20

Latin America 31 17

Asia 34 16

Europe 46 26

Other developed regions 32 22



African and Caribbean countries. Female headship in
these countries is less linked to widowhood and more
to male migration for work, the prevalence of consen-
sual and visiting unions or polygyny, or a traditional
preference for matrilineal over conjugal ties.76

DHS surveys offer some insight into women-head-
ed households. In general, women-headed households
are smaller than male-headed households, probably
because many of the former contain only one person.
In addition, when a family unit with a female head is
absorbed into a larger extended household, the male
member of the extended household is most likely to
be recognized as its head.77 Differences in household
size by sex of head of household are smallest in Latin
America (five members, on average, when headed by
men and four when headed by women) and in some
sub-Saharan African countries. Differences are more
pronounced in countries in Northern Africa and
Western Asia (six members, on average, when headed
by men and four members when headed by women).78

Women heads of household are more likely to be
separated, divorced or widowed in Western Asia and
Northern Africa (over 80 per cent in three of four
countries surveyed) while fewer are separated,
divorced or widowed in sub-Saharan Africa (between
44 and 72 per cent in the four countries considered).
Studies generally show that separated, divorced or
widowed women heads are more likely to be econom-

ically disadvantaged than women who are still mar-
ried and who often continue to receive remittance
money from the absent husband.79 

The limited data available seem to indicate a slight-
ly upward trend in the number of women-headed
households in some of the sub-Saharan African coun-
tries surveyed by DHS. In eight countries, the per-
centage of women-headed households increased, in
one country it slightly decreased and in the three
other countries it remained the same. In Latin
America, the percentage of households headed by
women increased in five of the six countries for which
data are available. Data in the other regions are sparse
and do not indicate any clear trend.80

Women-headed households are often used to
assess the prevalence of households assumed to be
especially vulnerable to poverty. This assumption may
not always be valid: a women-headed household may
consist of a woman living alone, a mother with chil-
dren who receives adequate financial support from
her partner, a lone mother solely responsible for the
household or several other household types that merit
investigation. Moreover, the relative vulnerability of
women and those who depend on them for economic
support is linked to such factors as the relative disad-
vantage that women face in accessing societal
resources and the relative advantage that women may
have in terms of accessing intra-familial support. ■
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Table 2.A

Marriage, households and childbearing

% 15 -19 ever married,
1991/ 1998

W

Average
household

size,
1991 / 1994

Contraceptive
use, currently

married 
women (%),
1991 / 1998

% women-
headed

households, 
1991 / 1997

M

Total fertility rate
(births per woman) 

1990-1995 1995-2000

Births 
per 1000
women 

aged 15 -19,
1995 -2000

Singulate mean age at
at marriage, 1991/ 1997

W M

% 60+ widowed,
1991/ 1997

W M
Africa

Algeria                         10 a 1 a 24 a 28 a 55 a 6 a 7.0 a 11 a 52 b c 4.3 3.8 25

Angola .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 7.2 6.8 219

Benin                           29 .. .. .. .. .. 5.9 18 16 6.3 5.8 116

Botswana                        6 3 27 31 45 9 4.8 a 47 33 a 4.9 4.4 78

Burkina Faso                    45 .. 19 28 37 6 6.2 a 7 8 7.1 6.6 157

Burundi                         9 a 2 a 23 a 26 a 54 a 7 a 4.6 a 25 a 9 a 6.8 6.3 55

Cameroon                        36 4 20 .. .. .. 5.2 a 18 19 5.7 5.3 140

Cape Verde                      7 a 1 a 26 a 28 a 26 a 8 a 5.0 a 38 a .. 3.9 3.6 79

Central African Republic 42 8 19 a 24 a 44 a 9 a 4.7 a 21 15 5.3 4.9 142

Chad                            49 6 .. .. .. .. .. 22 4 6.6 6.1 185

Comoros                         12 3 22 29 23 d 3 d 6.2 25 21 5.4 4.8 83

Congo .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 6.3 6.1 141

Côte d’Ivoire 28 2 20 a 28 a 55 a 9 a 6.0 a 15 11 5.7 5.1 133

Dem. Rep. of the Congo .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 8 6.7 6.4 217

Djibouti                        7 e 1 e 19 a 27 a .. .. 6.6 18 .. 5.8 5.3 31

Egypt                           14 .. 22 a 26 a 60 a 12 a 4.9 a 13 47 3.8 3.4 65

Equatorial Guinea               .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 5.9 5.6 178

Eritrea 38 2 .. .. .. .. 31 5 6.1 5.7 119

Ethiopia                        49 a f 8 a f 43 a f 6 a f .. .. 4 a c 6.6 6.3 152

Gabon                           16 2 .. .. 46 9 .. .. .. 5.2 5.4 172

Gambia                          .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 12 a 5.6 5.2 155

Ghana 22 2 21 a .. .. .. 4.8 a 37 20 5.7 5.2 113

Guinea                          49 .. .. .. .. .. 7.2 7 2 6.0 5.5 193

Guinea-Bissau .. .. .. .. .. .. 7.9 .. .. 6.0 5.8 190

Kenya                           17 1 21 a .. 33 a 5 a 5.2 a 33 39 5.4 4.5 95

Lesotho                         17 a e 2 a e .. .. .. .. 5.1 a .. 23 g 5.0 4.8 86

Liberia                         46 a .. 20 a .. .. .. 5.0 a 19 a 6 a 6.8 6.3 213

Libyan Arab Jamahiriya          .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 40 4.1 3.8 56

Madagascar                      34 .. .. .. .. .. 4.5 22 19 5.9 5.4 137

Malawi                          45 a 9 a 19 a 24 a 40 a 6 a 4.3 a 26 22 7.2 6.8 162

Mali                            50 5 19 a 28 a 46 a 5 a  5.6 a 8 7 7.1 6.6 181

Mauritania                      .. .. 23 a 30 a .. .. .. .. 3 a 5.9 5.5 135

Mauritius                       11 a 1 a 24 a 28 a  71 a  13 a 4.4 a 18 a 75 2.3 1.9 37

Morocco                         13 1 22 a .. 71 6 6.0 a 15 50 3.3 3.1 50

Mozambique                      47 4 .. .. .. .. .. 27 6 6.5 6.3 128

Namibia                         7 3 .. .. 30 h 5 h 5.2 39 29 5.3 4.9 105

Niger                           62 4 17 a 23 a 64 a 5 a 6.4 a 10 a 8 7.4 6.8 199

Nigeria                         36 7 .. .. 46 5 5.4 a 14 a 6 a 5.7 5.2 121

Reunion                         2 a <1 a 28 a 30 a 45 a 12 a 3.8 a .. 67 a 2.4 2.1 20

Rwanda                          10 .. .. .. .. .. 4.7 25 21 6.6 6.2 56

Sao Tome and Principe 20 2 18 23 .. .. 4.3 33 .. .. .. ..

Senegal                         29 .. 20 a 29 a 54 a  5 a 8.8 18 13 6.1 5.6 119

Seychelles 6 a 1 a 24 a 26 a 27 a 9 a 4.5 a .. .. .. .. ..

Sierra Leone .. .. 18 a 27 a .. .. 5.7 a 11 a 4 a 6.5 6.1 202

Somalia .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 1 a 7.3 7.3 213

Country or area
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Table 2.A (cont’d):

Marriage, households and childbearing

% 15 -19 ever married,
1991/ 1998

W

Average
household

size,
1991 / 1994

Contraceptive
use, currently

married 
women (%),
1991 / 1998

% women-
headed

households, 
1991 / 1997

M

Total fertility rate
(births per woman) 

1990-1995 1995-2000

Births 
per 1000
women 

aged 15 -19,
1995 -2000

Singulate mean age at
at marriage, 1991/ 1997

W M

% 60+ widowed,
1991/ 1997

W M
Africa (cont’d)

South Africa                    4 i 1 i 27 i 29 i 49 12 5.8 i .. 50 a 3.6 3.3 68

Sudan                           16 a j .. 24 .. .. .. 6.3 a 13 a 10 5.0 4.6 52

Swaziland                       10 2 26 29 25 2 .. 40 a 20 a k 5.1 4.7 90

Togo                            20 2 20 a .. .. .. 5.1 a 26 a 24 6.6 6.1 120

Tunisia                         3 <1 25 a .. 49 7 5.4 a 11 a 60 3.1 2.6 13

Uganda                          50 11 19 24 53 11 5.4 a 29 15 7.1 7.1 180

United Rep. of Tanzania            25 3 21 .. .. .. 5.2 a 22 18 5.9 5.5 125

Western Sahara .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 4.5 4.0 53

Zambia                          27 1 21 a 26 a  34 a d 4 a d 5.6 17 a 26 6.0 5.6 134

Zimbabwe                        21 2 21 26 53 7 5.2 a 33 48 4.5 3.8 89

Latin America 
and the Caribbean

Antigua and Barbuda .. .. .. .. .. .. 3.1 .. 53 a .. .. ..

Argentina                       12 8 23 26 44 30 3.7 22 74 a 2.8 2.6 65

Aruba 3 <1 26 29 37 13 3.4 .. .. .. .. ..

Bahamas                         4 a 1 a 27 a 29 a 43 a 14 a 4.1 a 36 a 62 a 2.6 2.6 69

Barbados                        .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 55 a 1.7 1.5 44

Belize 7 l 1 l .. .. 32 13 4.8 22 47 4.2 3.7 99

Bolivia                         12 .. 23 25 43 a 17 a 4.6 a 24 48 4.8 4.4 79

Brazil                          17 .. .. .. 42 11 4.2 a 18 77 2.5 2.3 72

Chile                           12 5 23 26 39 13 4.0 25 .. 2.5 2.4 49

Colombia                        17 .. 23 a 26 a 41 12 4.5 24 72 3.0 2.8 88

Costa Rica                      6 m 1 m .. .. 34 11 4.3 20 75 3.0 2.8 85

Cuba                            .. .. .. .. .. .. 4.0 a .. 70 a 1.6 1.6 65

Dominica .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 50 a .. .. ..

Dominican Republic              29 .. .. .. .. .. 4.5 25 64 3.1 2.8 89

Ecuador                         20 a 7 a 22 a 25 a 31 a 12 a 4.8 a .. 57 3.5 3.1 72

El Salvador                     16 4 22 25 35 13 4.1 27 a 53 3.5 3.2 95

French Guiana 1 a <1 a 29 a 32 a 25 a 7 a 3.4 a .. .. .. .. ..

Grenada .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 54 a .. .. ..

Guadeloupe                      1 a <1 a 30 a 32 a 28 a 9 a 3.4 a .. .. 2.1 1.9 29

Guatemala                       23 .. 21 a 24 a 46 a 12 a .. 20 31 5.4 4.9 119

Guyana                          .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 2.6 2.3 58

Haiti                           17 3 24 a 27 a 30 9 5.0 39 18 4.8 4.4 70

Honduras                        .. .. .. .. .. .. 5.4 a 20 a 50 4.9 4.3 115

Jamaica                         1 1 .. .. 31 12 .. 38 67 2.8 2.5 91

Martinique                      1 a <1 a 31 a 33 a 30 a 11 a 3.3 a .. .. 1.9 1.8 27

Mexico                          16 a 6 a .. .. 37 a 12 a 5.0 a 17 a 67 3.1 2.8 70

Netherlands Antilles 2 1 29 32 .. 13 3.3 34 .. 2.3 2.2 35

Nicaragua                       34 .. .. .. .. .. .. 28 a 60 4.9 4.4 152

Panama                          21 a 5 a 22 a 25 a 32 a 11 a 4.4 a 22 a .. 2.9 2.6 82

Paraguay                        17 3 22 26 30 11 4.7 21 56 4.6 4.2 76

Peru                            13 .. .. .. .. .. 5.2 a 23 64 3.4 3.0 58

Puerto Rico                     15 a 6 a 24 a 26 a 40 a 13 a 3.9 a 32 a .. 2.2 2.1 70

Saint Kitts and Nevis .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Country or area



Table 2.A (cont’d):

Marriage, households and childbearing

% 15 -19 ever married,
1991/ 1998

W

Average
household

size,
1991 / 1994

Contraceptive
use, currently

married 
women (%),
1991 / 1998

% women-
headed

households, 
1991 / 1997

M

Total fertility rate
(births per woman) 

1990-1995 1995-2000

Births 
per 1000
women 

aged 15 -19,
1995 -2000

Singulate mean age at
at marriage, 1991/ 1997

W M

% 60+ widowed,
1991/ 1997

W M
Latin America and 
the Caribbean (cont’d)

Saint Lucia .. .. .. .. .. .. 4.0 .. 47 a .. .. ..

St. Vincent/Grenadines 1 <1 31 35 25 14 .. .. 58 a .. .. ..

Suriname .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 2.5 2.2 22

Trinidad and Tobago             11 a 5 a .. .. 41 a 16 a 4.1 a .. 53 a 2.1 1.7 40

Uruguay                         13 3 23 a 25 a 42 10 3.3 a 23 a .. 2.5 2.4 70

US Virgin Islands .. .. .. .. .. .. 3.2 a 45 a .. .. .. ..

Venezuela                       20 a 8 a .. .. 35 a 10 a 4.8 a 21 a .. 3.3 3.0 98

Asia

Afghanistan                     .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 6.9 6.9 153

Armenia 15 a e 2 a e 23 27 .. .. 4.4 a .. .. 2.2 1.7 41

Azerbaijan 9 a e 1 a e 23 27 .. .. 4.5 a .. .. 2.6 2.0 17

Bahrain                         7 <1 26 28 53 8 5.6 .. 61 3.4 2.9 22

Bangladesh                      50 .. 18 a 26 a 56 4 5.5 9 49 3.4 3.1 115

Bhutan .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 19 g 5.8 5.5 71

Brunei Darussalam               8 1 25 27 43 13 5.8 .. .. 3.1 2.8 33

Cambodia .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 4.9 4.6 14

China                           2 n 1 n 22 a n 24 a n 45 n 19 n 4.0 a n .. 83 n 1.9 n 1.8 n 5 n

Hong Kong SAR                       2 1 28 30 43 d 11 d 3.4 27 86 1.3 1.3 7

Macao SAR 2 1 26 28 45 13 3.6 21 .. 1.6 1.4 6

Cyprus                          8 1 23 27 39 13 3.2 o 14 o .. 2.3 2.0 17
Dem. People’s Rep. of Korea .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 62 2.2 2.1 2

East Timor .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 4.8 4.4 37

Georgia 17 a e 3 a e 25 28 .. .. 3.7 a .. .. 2.1 1.9 47

India                           39 .. .. .. 54 15 5.5 9 41 3.6 3.1 112

Indonesia                       14 2 22 25 57 12 4.5 a 13 57 2.9 2.6 58

Iran (Islamic Rep. of)          22 3 21 25 48 7 5.1 a 6 65 4.1 2.8 29

Iraq                            28 a 15 a 22 a 26 a 45 a 8 a 7.3 a .. 14 a 5.7 5.3 45

Israel                          5 <1 24 28 .. .. .. .. .. 2.9 2.7 19

Jordan                          9 1 25 28 50 7 6.9 .. 50 5.6 4.9 43

Kazakhstan 13 .. 22 25 59 a 14 a 3.6 a .. 59 2.5 2.3 54

Kuwait                          13 1 25 30 51 4 6.5 a 5 a 35 a 3.2 2.9 34

Kyrgyzstan 14 .. 22 25 59 a 12 a 4.7 a 26 60 3.6 3.2 40

Lao People’s Dem. Rep. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 19 p 6.3 5.8 104

Lebanon .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 59 3.1 2.7 26

Malaysia                        8 1 .. .. 51 12 4.8 18 48 a 3.6 3.2 25

Maldives                        36 a 6 a 19 a 23 a .. .. 6.8 a .. .. 6.0 5.4 54

Mongolia .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 61 g 3.4 2.6 47

Myanmar .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 17 2.7 2.4 26

Nepal                           44 .. .. .. 48 a 18 a 5.6 13 29 4.9 4.5 120

Occ. Palestinian Territory .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 7.8 q 7.3 q 142 q

Oman .. .. 19 a 26 a .. .. 7.0 .. 22 6.7 5.9 80

Pakistan                        22 6 22 a 27 a .. .. 6.5 a 7 a 18 5.5 5.0 90

Philippines                     10 3 24 a 26 a 41 14 5.3 a 11 a 47 4.0 3.6 43

Qatar                           14 a 4 a 23 a 27 a 53 a 5 a 5.6 a .. 32 a 4.1 3.7 66

Country or area
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Table 2.A (cont’d):

Marriage, households and childbearing

% 15 -19 ever married,
1991/ 1998

W

Average
household

size,
1991 / 1994

Contraceptive
use, currently

married 
women (%),
1991 / 1998

% women-
headed

households, 
1991 / 1997

M

Total fertility rate
(births per woman) 

1990-1995 1995-2000

Births 
per 1000
women 

aged 15 -19,
1995 -2000

Singulate mean age at
at marriage, 1991/ 1997

W M

% 60+ widowed,
1991/ 1997

W M
Asia (cont’d)

Republic of Korea 1 <1 25 a 29 a 62 12 3.7 a 17 79 1.7 1.7 4

Saudi Arabia                    16 a 1 a 22 a 26 a .. .. 7.4 a .. .. 6.4 5.8 113

Singapore                       1 a <1 a 27 a 30 a 54 a 16 a 4.2 a .. .. 1.8 1.7 7

Sri Lanka                       7 a .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 66 r 2.2 2.1 20

Syrian Arab Republic            .. .. .. .. .. .. 6.0 .. 40 4.7 4.0 44

Tajikistan 12 a 2 a 21 a 23 a 56 a 14 a 5.7 a .. .. 4.5 4.2 35

Thailand                        6 6 24 a 26 a 47 a 16 a 4.4 a .. 74 1.9 1.7 70

Turkey                          14 .. 22 a 25 a 45 a 11 a 5.0 a 10 63 2.7 2.5 44

Turkmenistan 6 a e 1 a e 24 a .. .. .. 5.2 a .. .. 4.0 3.6 20

United Arab Emirates            19 a 3 a 23 a 26 a .. .. .. .. 27 3.8 3.4 73

Uzbekistan 13 .. 20 .. .. .. 5.2 a 22 56 3.8 3.5 35

Viet Nam                        11 a 5 a 23 a 24 a  53 a 15 a 4.8 a 32 a 65 3.3 2.6 27

Yemen 24 5 19 a s 23 a s .. .. 5.8 a s 12 19 7.6 7.6 102

Oceania

American Samoa 5 a 2 a 26 a 28 a 46 a 11 a 7.0 a .. .. .. .. ..

Fiji                            13 a 2 a 23 a 25 a 49 a  14 a 5.7 a 12 a 40 a 3.0 2.7 48

French Polynesia                3 a e 1 a e 28 a 30 a .. .. 4.7 a 18 a .. 3.1 2.9 68

Guam                            6 a e 2 a e 24 a 27 a .. .. 4.0 a 21 a .. 3.5 3.4 96

Kiribati 16 a e 6 a e 22 a 25 a .. .. 6.4 a .. 37 a .. .. ..

Marshall Islands 23 a e 7 a e .. .. .. .. 8.7 a .. .. .. .. ..

Micronesia (Fed. States of) 10 4 .. .. .. .. 7.5 a .. .. .. .. ..

New Caledonia 2 a <1 a 28 a 31 a 46 a 15 a 4.0 a 16 a 25 a g 2.9 2.7 55

Palau 3 a e 1 a e .. .. .. .. 5.0 a .. .. .. .. ..

Papua New Guinea                21 .. 21 a 25 a .. .. .. 8 26 5.1 4.6 24

Samoa 4 a e 1 a e 25 a 28 a .. .. 6.7 a 13 a 34 a 4.7 4.2 37

Solomon Islands                 18 a e 3 a e 21 a 25 a .. .. 6.5 a 16 a 3 a g 5.4 4.9 94

Tonga 6 a 3 a 25 a 27 a 39 a   16 a 6.2 a 20 a 74 a .. .. ..

Vanuatu 13 a 3 a 23 a 25 a 38 a 17 a 5.0 a .. 15 g 4.7 4.3 74

Developed regions

Albania .. .. 22 27 .. .. .. .. .. 2.8 2.5 34

Andorra .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Australia                       2 1 27 29 38 11 3.0 a .. 76 a 1.9 1.8 20

Austria                         3 1 26 29 47 13 .. .. .. 1.5 1.4 18

Belarus 8 a 2 a 22 24 53 a 12 a 2.7 a .. 50 1.7 1.4 36

Belgium                         2 <1 25 28 44 14 .. .. 79 1.6 1.6 11

Bermuda 1 <1 29 31 38 11 2.6 34 .. .. .. ..

Bosnia and Herzegovina .. .. 23 a .. .. .. .. .. .. 1.5 1.4 28

Bulgaria                        16 a 3 a 23 27 43 a 17 a 3.0 a 18 a .. 1.5 1.2 49

Canada                          1 <1 26 29 39 11 2.8 30 75 1.7 1.6 23

Croatia 5 1 25 28 48 12 3.1 .. .. 1.6 1.6 19

Czech Republic 2 <1 23 26 50 13 2.5 26 69 1.7 1.2 23

Denmark                         5 1 30 t 32 t 41 14 2.3 a 42 78 a u 1.8 1.7 9

Estonia 7 a e 2 a e 24 26 .. .. 3.1 a .. 70 u 1.6 1.3 38

Finland                         1 <1 29 32 41 11 2.5 a 42 .. 1.8 1.7 10

Country or area



Table 2.A (cont’d):

Marriage, households and childbearing

% 15 -19 ever married,
1991/ 1998

W

Average
household

size,
1991 / 1994

Contraceptive
use, currently

married 
women (%),
1991 / 1998

% women-
headed

households, 
1991 / 1997

M

Total fertility rate
(births per woman) 

1990-1995 1995-2000

Births 
per 1000
women 

aged 15 -19,
1995 -2000

Singulate mean age at
at marriage, 1991/ 1997

W M

% 60+ widowed,
1991/ 1997

W M
Developed 
regions (cont’d)

France                          1 a <1 a 28 a 30 a 43 a 11 a 2.6 a .. 75 1.7 1.7 9

Germany 2 <1 28 30 46 13 2.3 a v 27 a v 75 1.3 1.3 11

Greece                          6 1 25 29 42 10 3.0 20 .. 1.4 1.3 13

Hungary                         3 <1 24 27 52 16 2.7 a 35 73 1.7 1.4 28

Iceland                         <1 <1 30 32 34 12 .. .. .. 2.2 2.1 24

Ireland                         <1 <1 28 29 41 12 3.3 26 .. 2.0 1.9 19

Italy                           .. .. 27 t 30 t .. .. 2.9 .. .. 1.3 1.2 7

Japan                           1 1 27 a 30 a  41 10 3.0 a 17 a 59 1.5 1.4 4

Latvia 9 a 3 a 24 26 51 a 14 a 3.1 a .. 48 1.6 1.3 27

Liechtenstein 1 a <1 a 26 a 29 a 41 a 8 a .. .. .. .. .. ..

Lithuania 7 a 3 a 23 25 50 a 13 a 3.2 a .. 59 1.8 1.4 37

Luxembourg                      3 a <1 a 26 a 28 a 23 a 14 a 2.7 26 .. 1.7 1.7 12

Malta                           3 a <1 a 22 a 26 a 37 a 16 a 3.3 a .. .. 2.0 1.9 12

Monaco .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Netherlands                     1 <1 28 31 40 11 .. .. 79 1.6 1.5 4

New Zealand                     2 2 27 29 41 12 2.8 37 75 2.1 2.0 34

Norway                          <1 <1 29 31 42 13 2.4 a 34 a 76 a 1.9 1.9 13

Poland                          2 <1 23 a 26 a 45 20 3.1 a 31 a .. 1.9 1.5 23

Portugal                        6 1 24 27 39 12 3.1 20 .. 1.5 1.4 20

Republic of Moldova 14 a e 2 a e 22 24 .. .. 3.4 a .. 74 2.2 1.8 32

Romania                         7 <1 23 26 45 11 3.1 22 57 1.5 1.2 36

Russian Federation 11 a 3 a 23 25 55 a 12 a 2.8 a .. .. 1.5 1.3 45

San Marino 1 <1 27 29 41 10 2.8 19 a .. .. .. ..

Slovakia 7 1 21 24 53 15 2.9 23 74 u 1.9 1.4 32

Slovenia 2 1 26 29 45 12 3.1 44 .. 1.4 1.3 17

Spain                           3 1 26 28 38 11 .. .. 59 a 1.3 1.2 8

Sweden                          <1 <1 31 33 38 12 2.2 a 37 a .. 2.0 1.6 7

Switzerland                     1 <1 27 30 38 11 2.4 a 28 a .. 1.5 1.5 4

The FYR of Macedonia 9 2 23 a .. 37 16 3.8 .. .. 2.2 2.1 42

Ukraine 16 a 3 a 21 a 24 a 54 a 13 a 2.8 a .. .. 1.6 1.4 36

United Kingdom                  1 <1 26 a 28 a 43 14 .. .. 82 w 1.8 1.7 29

United States                   4 2 25 a t 26 a t  34 d 10 d 2.6 a 36 74 a 2.1 2.0 59

Yugoslavia 12 3 24 28 41 14 3.6 22 .. 2.0 1.8 39

Country or area

Sources: Women’s Indicators and Statistics Database
(Wistat), Version 4, CD-ROM (United Nations publication,
Sales No. E.00.XVII.4), based on various international
and national sources, in particular the Demographic
Yearbook (United Nations publication, various years up
to 1997) and unpublished updates for statistics on mari-
tal status and household size; Population Division of the
United Nations Secretariat, World Population Prospects:
The 1998 Revision, vol. I, Comprehensive Tables (United
Nations publication, Sales No. 99.XIII.9) for total fertility
rate, and “Age Patterns of Fertility 1995-2050” (data set
in digital form) for births per 1000 women aged 15-19.
a Data refer to a year between 1985 and 1990.
b Excluding sterilization.
c For all ever-married women of reproductive age.
d Data refer to the population aged 55+.

e Per cent currently married.

f Data shown are for former Ethiopia.

g For all women of reproductive age.

h Data refer to the population aged 50+.

i Excluding Bophuthatswana, Ciskei, Transkei and Venda.

j Data refer to urban and settled rural population only

k Including single women of reproductive age 
who have borne a child.

l Data refer to ages 14-19.

mData refer to ages 9-19.

n For statistical purposes, data for China do not include Hong
Kong and Macao Special Administrative Regions (SAR).

o Data refer to government controlled areas only.

p Not a nationally representative sample; national 
prevalence level probably lower than indicated.

q Data refer to the Gaza Strip only.

r Excluding several northern and eastern areas 
containing roughly 15 per cent of the population.

s Data shown are for the former Yemen Arab Republic.

t Average age at first marriage.

u For all sexually active women of reproductive age.

v Data shown are for the former Federal 
Republic of Germany.

w Excluding Northern Ireland.
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The first six columns of table 2.A are indicators on 
the timing of first marriage and selected marital status of
women and men at selected ages. The series on singulate
mean age at marriage are those published in the 1995
Demographic Yearbook, supplemented by national sources
and compilations prepared by the Population Division of the
United Nations Secretariat from a worldwide review of the
available information; for countries in transition, data were
obtained from the MONEE Project database of the United
Nations Children’s Fund. The indicators % 15-19 ever married
and % 60+ widowed were derived from statistics reported in
the Demographic Yearbook and unpublished updates, and
from the Demographic and Health Surveys country reports;
these data are also available in Women’s Indicators and
Statistics Database (Wistat).

Singulate mean age at first marriage, the average age at
which women and men first marry, is an estimate of the aver-
age number of years lived prior to first marriage by a hypo-
thetical cohort, if they marry before age 50. Singulate mean
age at marriage is calculated on the basis of a single census
or survey according to procedures described by Hajnal.a The
definition and a further explanation of this indicator are pro-
vided in a sidebar on age at first marriage.

Statistics on marital status are derived from population cen-
suses and demographic sample surveys. Two categories of
marital status are included in table 2.A: ever married for the
age group 15-19 and widowed for the age group 60 or over. All
individuals who have ever been married are included in the
first category, regardless of their current marital status.

Statistics on marital status may be affected by inaccurate
responses to the question on marital status. For example,
divorced persons may be erroneously reported as being single
or married. Also, married males who are separated from their
wives tend to report themselves as single, while their wives
are more likely to report themselves correctly as married.

The next two columns of table 2.A present household size
and percentage of households headed by women. These indi-
cators are based mainly on population census results provid-
ed by national statistical services to the Statistics Division of
the United Nations Secretariat for the Demographic
Yearbook. They are supplemented by data from the
Demographic and Health Surveys and other national reports.
These data are also contained in Wistat.

The definition of household recommended by the United
Nations for use in population and housing censuses is given
in a sidebar in the chapter. In most censuses, persons not
resident in a given household at the date of the census are
not considered members of that household. However, a few
national population censuses may include some categories
of absent household members. In population censuses in
most countries, the head of the household is defined as
that person in the household or the family who is acknowl-
edged as such by the other members. However, it is impor-
tant to recognize that the procedures followed in applying
the concept may distort the true picture, particularly with
regard to women heads of households. Nonetheless, for
most countries, this is the only practical way of identifying
households for which women are responsible (see the sec-
tion on women-headed households in the chapter). 

The last four columns of table 2.A are indicators of contracep-
tive use and fertility. Data on contraceptive use among cur-
rently married women of reproductive age are drawn mainly
from the compilation by the Population Division of the United
Nations Secretariat and the Demographic and Health Surveys
country reports. Statistics on contraceptive use are taken
mainly from representative national sample surveys of women
of reproductive age. Contraceptive use pertains to current use
by currently married women or women currently in a union,
unless otherwise indicated, and includes all contraceptive
methods, traditional as well as modern. These data are also
available in Wistat.

Indicators of fertility presented in table 2.A are estimates and
projections prepared by the Population Division of the United
Nations Secretariat in 1998 and are given as five-year aver-
ages. These data are also available in Wistat.

The total fertility rate is defined as the number of 
children that would be born to a woman if she were 
to live to the end of her childbearing years and bear children
at each age in accordance with prevailing age-specific fertility
rates. Births per 1,000 women aged 15-19 refers to the number
of children born alive in one year per 1,000 women aged 15-19.

a J. Hajnal, “Age at marriage and proportions marrying”, 
Population Studies, vol. 7, No. 2 (1953).

Technical notes



Women’s and men’s health differ in significant
ways, including how they are exposed to disease,
how susceptible they are to diseases, how they are
treated for diseases and what their outcomes are.
These differences are often related to socio-eco-
nomic and cultural factors that affect nutrition,
lifestyle, access to health services and the overall
health risks that women and men face throughout
their lives. Recent global conferences have made the
gender issues in health over the entire lifespan—
birth, infancy, childhood, adolescence, the repro-
ductive years and the older years—a focus for
improved data collection and statistical analysis.

LIFE EXPECTANCY 
Women are known to have an advantage over men
in terms of life expectancy, an advantage  thought to
be linked to innate genetic and biological differences
between the sexes. This advantage starts at birth and
continues through the life of the individual, with
men having greater vulnerability than women to
diseases and injuries leading to death. Under normal
circumstances, women can be expected to outlive
men by several years. However, where women’s life
expectancy is only slightly higher, similar to or even
lower than that of men, cultural, social, economic
and/or environmental factors detrimental to women
may have offset this “natural” advantage.1

Some important findings:
• Life expectancy continues to increase for women and men in most developing 

regions but has decreased dramatically in Southern Africa as a result of AIDS.

• Infant mortality is generally higher for boys than for girls, except in some 
countries in Asia where gender-based discrimination outweighs girls’ 
biological advantage.

• Where women are sexually active at a young age, they are at risk of suffering 
short- and long-term consequences of sexually transmitted infections (including HIV),
early pregnancy and unsafe abortion.

• Data on maternal mortality and other causes of death are often unavailable or, where
available, are unreliable due to deficiencies in vital statistics registration systems.

• Women now account for almost half of all cases of HIV/AIDS, and in countries with high
HIV prevalence, young women are at higher risk of contracting HIV than young men.

• New efforts are being made to measure health expectancy—not just life expectancy—
of the world’s ageing population.

Health

■ CHAPTER 3

Women live longer than men in all regions
Life expectancy is highest for both women and men in
the developed countries outside Europe (on average,
81 years for women and 75 for men) and in Western
Europe (80 and 74, respectively). Life expectancy is
between 75 and 76 years for women in the Caribbean,
Eastern Europe and Eastern Asia, and 70 years for men
in the Caribbean and Eastern Asia (chart 3.1).

Life expectancy is lowest in sub-Saharan Africa
(excluding Southern Africa)—on average, 51 years for
women and 48 years for men. In Southern Africa, the
dramatic increase in mortality due to acquired
immunodeficiency syndrome (AIDS) has brought the
average life expectancy down to 56 years for women
and 52 years for men.

Women’s advantage in life expectancy is six years
in Western Europe, in developed regions outside
Europe and in South America and the Caribbean.
The largest gender gaps in life expectancy are in
Eastern Europe and Central Asia, where women’s
life expectancy exceeds men’s by eight years.
Women survive men by as many as 10 years or more
in several countries of the former USSR (table 3.A).

In these transition countries, the life expectancy
differential may be the result of war and civil
unrest, economic uncertainty and substance abuse,
which have taken a particularly high toll on the
male population.2 

Infant and child 
mortality rates

Infant mortality rate is the
number of deaths in a given
year of children less than one
year old, divided by the total
proportion of live births in the
same year, multiplied by 1,000.
It is an approximation of the
proportion of children, per
1,000, who are born alive but die 
within one year of birth.

Child mortality rate is the
number of deaths per 1,000
children aged 1 to 4. It is calcu-
lated as the number of deaths
in a given year of children aged
1 to 4 years, divided by the 
mid-year population of the age
group, multiplied by 1,000.
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Where women’s life expectancy is lower or only
slightly higher than that of men, cultural factors are
believed to adversely affect the situation and the status
of women. In Bangladesh and India, for example,
women’s average life expectancy is about equal to that
of men; in Nepal, it is lower.

Life expectancy decreasing 
dramatically in Southern Africa
Life expectancy has continued to increase for women
and men in Asia, Northern Africa and Latin America
and the Caribbean. The greatest gains in recent years
were in Southern Asia, Northern Africa, and Central
and South America, where life expectancy increased
by about two years (chart 3.1).

In most countries of the developed regions, life
expectancy—already high in the early 1990s—has
remained high. At the same time, the negative trend in
life expectancy observed in the past 20 years in transi-
tion countries, especially for men, has partly reversed.3

Estimates of life expectancy for women and men
show a dramatic decrease in Southern Africa, where
AIDS has contributed to a high mortality rate. Life
expectancy is estimated to have declined by five

years for women and men between 1990–1995 and
1995–2000 (chart 3.1). 

Life expectancy is still below 60 years for women
in 50 countries and for men in 57 countries (table 3.A).

In 23 countries, life expectancy is below 50 years for
women and below 48 years for men (chart 3.2).

In contrast, 22 countries report life expectancy for
women of 80 years, compared to 14 countries report-
ing the same life expectancy for women five years ago.
Nowhere in the world is men’s life expectancy as high.
The highest life expectancy for men is 77 years, in
Iceland and Japan (table 3.A).

THE HEALTH OF CHILDREN 
AND ADOLESCENTS
Survey data indicate that mortality is consistently
higher for newborn boys than girls during the first
month of life, when perinatal conditions—conditions
originating during pregnancy and labour and specific
to the newborn—are most likely to be the cause of
death. During the first years of life (excluding the first
month), sex differentials in mortality tend to vary
across countries and may reflect social and cultural fac-
tors. This differential varies even more widely between
ages 1 and 5. While in most countries boys aged 1 to 5
have higher mortality than do girls, in some countries
of the developing regions there is evidence of higher
mortality for girls or of a significantly smaller advantage
for girls over boys during these years (see section below on

higher mortality for young girls).4

Ascertaining sex differentials in infant and child
mortality is difficult because data are not widely avail-
able. Existing studies on sex differentials in infant and
child mortality have generally relied on data obtained
from demographic surveys, although there are problems
with these data, including errors in the reporting of
deaths and sampling errors.5 Nevertheless, researchers
and policy makers are interested in appraising gender
differences in infant and child mortality, especially in
countries where the girl child faces discrimination and
where cultural preference for sons is strong.
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÷ In this and subsequent charts, regional and subregional
averages are unweighted (i.e., the averages do not take into
account the size of the individual countries’ populations)
and are based only upon available data for that region 
(see page xi for fuller explanation).

Source: Prepared by the Statistics Division of 
the United Nations Secretariat from Women’s
Indicators and Statistics Database (Wistat), Version
4, CD-ROM (United Nations publication, Sales No.
E.00.XVII.4), based on Population Division of the
United Nations Secretariat, World Population
Prospects: The 1998 Revision, vol. I,
Comprehensive Tables (United Nations publication,
Sales No. E.99.XIII.9).

W M

Chart 3.1÷: 

Life expectancy has continued to increase for both women and men, 
except in Southern Africa
Life expectancy at birth

1990–1995

W M

1995–2000

Africa

Northern Africa 67 64 69 66

Southern Africa 61 57 56 52

Rest of sub-Saharan Africa 51 47 51 48

Latin America 
and the Caribbean

Caribbean 75 70 76 70

Central America 72 67 74 69

South America 71 65 73 67

Asia

Eastern Asia 74 69 75 70

South-eastern Asia 65 61 66 62

Southern Asia 60 59 62 61

Central Asia 71 63 71 63

Western Asia 72 68 73 69

Oceania 71 66 72 68

Developed regions

Eastern Europe 75 66 75 67

Western Europe 80 74 80 74

Other developed regions 81 75 81 75



Higher infant mortality 
among girls in some countries
The infant mortality rate declined dramatically between
1975 and 1995 and has continued to decline in all regions
of the world. Although the gap in rates of infant mortal-
ity between developed and developing regions is narrow-
ing, it is still wide.6 Infant survival improved significantly
in Northern Africa and Southern and South-eastern
Asia—infant mortality rates for both girls and boys
decreased by 8 or 9 deaths per 1,000 live births, on aver-
age, over the last five years (chart 3.3). Although the infant
mortality rate also decreased by 8 deaths per 1,000 live
births in sub-Saharan Africa, the region still has the high-
est infant mortality rate of all regions. In 1995-2000, on
average, 86 girls and 98 boys died before age one for
every 1,000 born in sub-Saharan Africa, compared to 41
girls and 48 boys, respectively, in Northern Africa.

In comparison, the infant mortality rate in Eastern
Asia has declined from an average of 27 deaths per 1,000
live births for girls and 26 for boys in 1990-1995 to an
average of 24 for girls and 23 for boys in 1995-2000.
However, in the most populous countries of Southern
Asia—Bangladesh, India and Pakistan—infant mortali-
ty rates range from 73 to 79 for girls and from 67 to 78
for boys (table 3.A), despite substantial declines in infant
mortality in the region during the 1990s. In South
America, infant mortality rates are, on average, 31
deaths per 1,000 live births for girls and 40 for boys, and
in the Caribbean, 17 for girls and 22 for boys.

Every country in Western Europe, and every devel-
oped country outside Europe, has fewer than 10 infant
deaths per 1,000 live births for both girls and boys,
and many have an infant mortality rate of 7 or lower.
Japan and Norway have the lowest infant mortality
rates of all developed countries—4 deaths per 1,000
live births among girls and 5 among boys. In Eastern
Europe, infant mortality rates range from 10 to 30
deaths per 1,000 in all countries except the Czech
Republic and Slovenia, where they are below 10.

While infant mortality is generally higher for boys
than for girls, in a few countries in Eastern, South-
eastern and Southern Asia and in Oceania the biolog-
ical advantage that girls have over boys seems to be
outweighed by cultural and behavioural factors, such
as gender-based discrimination.7 In India, for exam-
ple, there are 78 deaths among girls under age 1 for
every 1,000 girls born alive, versus 67 deaths among
boys. In China, the corresponding figures are 48 for
girls and 35 for boys (chart 3.4). 

Higher mortality for young girls 
linked to discriminatory practices
For many children, especially girls, childhood ushers
in a relatively healthy stage of life, due largely to health
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Africa

Angola 48 45
Botswana 48 46
Burkina Faso 45 44
Burundi 44 41
Central African 

Republic 47 43
Chad 49 46
Côte d’Ivoire 47 46
Ethiopia 44 42
Gambia 49 45
Guinea 47 46
Guinea-Bissau 46 44
Liberia 49 46
Malawi 40 39
Mozambique 47 44
Rwanda 42 39
Sierra Leone 39 36
Somalia 49 45
Uganda 40 39

W M

Chart 3.2:

Life expectancy for both women and men is below
50 years in many countries of sub-Saharan Africa
Life expectancy at birth, 1995–2000

Source: Women’s Indicators and
Statistics Database (Wistat),
Version 4, CD-ROM (United
Nations publication, Sales No.
E.00.XVII.4), based on Population
Division of the United Nations
Secretariat, World Population
Prospects: The 1998 Revision,
vol. I, Comprehensive Tables
(United Nations publication,
Sales No. E.99.XIII.9).

Source: Prepared by the Statistics Division of the United Nations Secretariat from Population Division of the
United Nations Secretariat, World Population Prospects: The 1998 Revision, ”Survivors to exact ages,
1990–2050”, data set in digital form (POP/DB/WPP/Rev.1998/9).

Girls Boys Girls Boys

Chart 3.3: 

More infants are surviving and infant girls have an advantage 
over infant boys almost everywhere
Infant mortality rate (per 1000 live births)

1990–1995 1995–2000

Africa

Northern Africa 50 57 41 48

Sub-Saharan Africa 94 106 86 98

Latin America and the Caribbean

Caribbean 19 25 17 22

Central America 33 39 28 34

South America 35 45 31 40

Asia

Eastern Asia 27 26 24 23

South-eastern Asia 58 65 50 57

Southern Asia 79 78 70 69

Central Asia 41 51 41 51

Western Asia 33 39 27 33

Oceania 27 30 23 26

Developed regions

Eastern Europe 16 21 14 20

Western Europe 6 8 6 7

Other developed regions 6 7 5 6

Africa (cont’d)

United Rep. 
of Tanzania 49 47

Zambia 41 40
Zimbabwe 41 40

Asia

Afghanistan 46 45
East Timor 48 47

W M



before they reach adolescence.9 Stunting is almost as
common among girls as among boys, and is prevalent
in many  developing countries.10 At least 40 per cent of
children under age 5 are stunted in countries as
diverse as Bangladesh, Guatemala and Malawi.
However, malnutrition is not confined to developing
regions. United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF)
reports malnutrition in industrialized countries, as
well, especially in some countries in transition, where
widening income disparities have been accompanied
by reductions in social protection.11 For instance, in
the Russian Federation in 1995, stunting was reported
for 13 per cent of girls and 12 per cent of boys.12

Another indicator of malnutrition—being under-
weight—is known to delay children’s development.13

Most countries with a high prevalence of underweight
children under age 5 are in sub-Saharan Africa and
Southern and South-eastern Asia (chart 3.6).

There is some evidence that children are more like-
ly to suffer from malnutrition if they are born later in
the birth order or if they are in families where children
are born close together. For example, Demographic
and Health Surveys (DHS) data show that in all coun-
tries examined, younger children in large families are
more likely to exhibit symptoms of malnutrition.
Moreover, children born two years or less after the

advances of the last century. Child mortality rates are
important indicators of this fact. There are, however,
wide variations in levels of child mortality that raise
important issues with respect to the differential treat-
ment of girls and boys.

A United Nations study on gender and mortality in
childhood notes that where infant mortality is lower
for girls than for boys, it seems to be due to the bio-
logical and genetic advantage that girls have over boys
in the first year of life (due to endogenous causes). At
some point in childhood, usually between ages 1 and
5, cultural and behavioural factors come into play.
These factors, which include discriminatory nutri-
tional and health-care practices against the girl child,
offset the biological advantage, resulting in excess
mortality among girls. The regions where these high-
er mortality rates for girls have been documented and
linked to discriminatory practices include some coun-
tries of Northern Africa and parts of Western, South-
central and Eastern Asia, including China and the
Republic of Korea.8

Based on available data, the lowest mortality rates
in the developing regions are in Latin America and the
Caribbean—rates of about 1 death per 1,000 for both
girls and boys aged 1 to 5.

In Asia, data reported for 15 countries indicate
wide variations among countries in levels of child
mortality. The three countries with the highest report-
ed child mortality rates—India, Bangladesh, and
Pakistan—reverse the normal sex differential, with
girls’ mortality higher than that of boys. In India,
mortality rates are highest by far, with 42 deaths per
1,000 for girls and 29 for boys in 1992-93 (chart 3.5).

The child mortality rate in Egypt is also higher for
girls than for boys—6.6 per 1,000 versus 5.6.

In the developed regions, child mortality rates are
less than 1 death per 1,000 children, and rates are
lower for girls than for boys (chart 3.5). 

Child malnutrition prevalent 
in developing countries
Adequate nutrition is the key to the healthy development
of children. Good nutrition increases children’s resist-
ance to disease and allows children to take full advantage
of educational and social opportunities, thus laying the
groundwork for a healthy adult life. Furthermore, the
health of the girl child can affect the health of the next
generation if and when young women become mothers.

Many of the world’s children do not get adequate
nutrition. As a result, many of these children are con-
sidered malnourished (i.e., they suffer from stunting
or being underweight, or from wasting, a combination
of the two). The consequences of stunting are perma-
nent for children who are chronically malnourished
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Source: Prepared by the Statistics Division of The United Nations
Secretariat from Population Division of the United Nations Secretariat,
World Population Prospects: The 1998 Revision, “Survivors to exact
ages, 1990–2050”, data set in digital form (POP/DB/WPP/Rev.1998/9).

a For statistical purposes, data for China do not include Hong Kong
SAR and Macao SAR.

Girls Boys

Chart 3.4:

The advantage of girls over boys in surviving the first
year of life is reversed in  some countries or areas
Infant mortality rate (per 1000 live births), 1995–2000

Caribbean

Barbados 13 12

Asia

Bangladesh 79 78

Brunei Darussalam 10 9

China a 48 35

India 78 67

Iran (Islamic Republic of) 35 35

Maldives 58 43

Nepal 84 81

Oceania

Guam 11 9

Papua New Guinea 64 59

Samoa 24 21

What constitutes 
malnutrition?

According to the World Health
Organization, the most common

nutritional disorders among
infants and young children are

protein-energy malnutrition,
iodine deficiency, Vitamin A defi-

ciency and iron-deficiency
anaemia. In order to measure the

severity of malnutrition among
children, children are measured

against a  “reference population”,
which is assumed to be “well-

nourished”. Three indicators are
commonly used to measure mal-
nutrition: underweight, stunting

and wasting. “Stunting” refers to
a condition in which a child is

shorter than “normal” for her/his
age; “underweight” to a condition

in which a child weighs less 
than “normal” for her/his age;

and “wasting” to a condition in
which a child weighs less than

“normal” for her/his height.

Children who fall two standard
deviations below the median value

of the reference population are
considered malnourished. Those

children who fall three standard
deviations below are considered

severely malnourished.a

a UNICEF, “Child malnutrition: 
country profiles” (New York, 1993).



previous child were nutritionally disadvantaged in 75
per cent of the countries examined.14 

Iron deficiency anaemia is another indicator of
overall nutritional deficiency, and is common in devel-
oping countries. In some regions, anaemia affects
about half of all children aged 5 to 14.15 Iron deficien-
cy anaemia can be the result of lack of iron in the diet,
poor absorption of iron from food or hookworm
infection. Girls may also lose iron through menstrua-
tion, and early pregnancy can further deplete iron in
the body. Among the consequences of iron deficiency
are susceptibility to disease because of impaired func-
tioning of the immune system and lower levels of ener-
gy and productivity. Anaemia also increases women’s
risk of complications and even death during pregnan-
cy and childbirth (see section on prenatal care).
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Grave health risks for sexually active 
adolescents, especially young women
Most adolescents are in good health (box entitled “Do we

know enough about adolescence?” in chap. 1). Adolescents as a
group (young people aged 10 to 19) have the lowest
mortality rates of any age group in both developed
and developing regions. Evidence suggests that seri-
ous risks for the health of adolescents, especially for
the health of young women, arise when they become
sexually active. The younger they are when they
become sexually active, the more they risk contracting
sexually transmitted infections (STIs), including
human immunodeficiency virus (HIV). STIs have
short- and long-term health consequences and can
lead to death, particularly in the case of HIV/AIDS.
Pregnancy and childbirth also carry severe health risks
for some young women.16  

Most young women and men become sexually
active during adolescence.17 For example, in nine of
the 13 countries surveyed by DHS in sub-Saharan
Africa, 80 per cent or more of women aged 20 to 24
had had sex before age 20. In the Latin American
countries examined, the percentage of young women
who reported being sexually active before age 20
ranged from 45 to 67 (chart 3.7). 

Sexually transmitted infections
One of the most important health concerns is the
high prevalence of STIs, including HIV, among young
people. The World Health Organization (WHO) esti-
mates that each year 1 in 20 adolescents contracts an
STI (e.g., HIV/AIDS, gonorrhoea, syphilis, chlamydia
and herpes).18 A survey in the United States, for exam-
ple, reported that women aged 15 to 19 had the high-
est incidence of gonorrhoea among all women, and
men aged 15 to 19 had the second highest incidence
among all men.19

Young women are particularly at risk of contracting
STIs because pathogens penetrate the cervical mucus
more easily in young women than in older women.20

Young adults, in general, are also less likely to have access
to information about STIs and to seek early treatment
that might save them from the serious, and often 
chronic, health consequences of untreated infections.21

One of the most serious health consequences for
adolescents is HIV/AIDS. It is estimated that in most
parts of the world, half of all new HIV infections
occurred in the age group 15 to 24, particularly among
girls22 (see section on HIV infection and AIDS).

Since the 1980s, policy makers and public educa-
tion campaigns in many countries have promoted
condom use—especially among adolescents—to pre-
vent the spread of STIs, including HIV. As a result,
condom use has increased. In the United States, the

Africa

Northern Africa 9 10
Sub-Saharan Africa 27 29

Latin America
and the Caribbean

Caribbean 12 12
Central America 15 16
South America 7 8

Asia

Eastern Asia 15 15
South-eastern Asia 36 38
Southern Asia 42 41
Central Asia 11 15
Western Asia 14 14

Source: Prepared by the Statistics
Division of the United Nations
Secretariat from Women’s Indicators
and Statistics Database (Wistat),
Version 4, CD-ROM (United Nations
publication, Sales No. E.00.XVII.4).

Girls Boys

Chart 3.6:

The proportion of under-
weight children is high in
most developing regions
Percentage underweight among
children aged 0–4, 1990/ 1997

Source: Women’s Indicators and Statistics Database (Wistat),
Version 4, CD-ROM (United Nations publication, Sales No.
E.00.XVII.4), based mainly on Demographic Yearbook (United
Nations publication, various years up to 1997).
a Data for this country refer to 1986/1989.
b Unweighted average for the region. Rates for countries 

in the region vary within a small range.

Girls Boys

Chart 3.5:

Child mortality rates are high in some developing
countries relative to the developed regions
Child mortality rate (annual deaths per 1000 aged 1–4), 1990–1997

Africa

Egypt a 6.6 5.6

Latin America
and the Caribbean b 1.1 1.3

Asia

Armenia 1.2 1.3

Bangladesh 15.7 14.2

China

Hong Kong SAR 0.2 0.2

India 42.0 29.4

Iran (Islamic Rep. of) 3.9 5.1

Israel 0.4 0.4

Kazakhstan 1.7 2.2

Kuwait a 0.7 1.0

Kyrgyzstan 3.2 3.3

Malaysia 0.6 0.8

Pakistan a 9.6 8.6

Philippines 2.5 2.8

Republic of Korea 0.6 0.7

Singapore a 0.5 0.4

Tajikistan 8.5 9.0

Developed regionsb 0.5 0.6



REPRODUCTIVE HEALTH
At the International Conference on Population and
Development (ICPD) held at Cairo in 1994, 179
Governments agreed that everyone has the right to
the enjoyment of the highest attainable standard of
physical and mental health. Included under this
umbrella of health was the concept of “reproductive
health”, which in the ICPD formulation refers to a
state of complete physical, mental and social well-
being and not merely the absence of disease or infir-
mity, in all matters relating to the reproductive
system and to its functions and processes. All persons
are to have access to a broad range of reproductive
health services, as well as the freedom to exercise
informed choice in determining the number and
spacing of their children and the services needed to
go safely through pregnancy and childbirth.25

Prenatal care and delivery care 
indicators of safe motherhood
“Safe motherhood” is the term used to refer to 
“a woman’s ability to have a safe and healthy pregnancy
and childbirth”.26 In 1987, the Safe Motherhood Initiative
was launched by a coalition of international agencies
and non-governmental organizations27 to improve the
services available to women during pregnancy and
childbirth, to develop model programmes and to con-
duct research on strategies to improve maternal care in
a wide range of countries and settings. The overall goal
of the Safe Motherhood Initiative is to meet the targets
agreed to at ICPD—reducing the number of maternal
deaths by half by the year 2000 and by half again by the
year 2015 (see section on maternal morbidity and mortality).28

Policy makers identified a set of integrated services
that should be provided in order to ensure safe moth-
erhood. Those services include: community education
on safe motherhood; prenatal care and counseling,
including the promotion of maternal nutrition; skilled
assistance during childbirth; care for obstetric compli-
cations, including emergencies; postpartum care; man-
agement of abortion complications, post-abortion care
and, where abortion is not against the law, safe services
for the termination of pregnancy; family planning
counseling, information and services; and reproductive
health education and services for adolescents.29

Prenatal care
Prenatal care is essential for recognizing, diagnosing
and promptly treating complications that may arise
during pregnancy, as well as for advising pregnant
women on ways to ensure the health and well-being of
mother and child.30 

According to the Safe Motherhood Initiative, ade-
quate prenatal care requires a minimum of four visits
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percentage of adolescent men who reported using
condoms during sexual intercourse increased from
56 per cent in 1988 to 69 per cent in 1995.23

Consequences of early pregnancy
Early pregnancy is an important health risk for young
women.24 In many developing countries, at least 50
per cent of all women give birth before reaching age
20 (see chap. 1, Population). Young women who become
pregnant before their bodies are fully developed,
especially those under age 17, face a higher risk of dis-
eases, injuries and death related to pregnancy, child-
birth or abortion.

Young pregnant women, for example, have a higher
risk than older pregnant women of hypertensive dis-
ease, which accounts for a large proportion of pregnan-
cy-related deaths among women under age 20. Young
women also suffer more often than older women from
cephalopelvic disproportion (a condition in which a
woman’s pelvic opening is too small to allow the
infant’s head to pass during delivery). Cephalopelvic
disproportion is common for very young women
whose bodies have not fully developed, and may be
aggravated by childhood stunting. The condition may
lead to maternal and foetal death or to permanent dam-
age for the mother, especially if her uterus ruptures dur-
ing delivery. The consequent prolonged labour also
increases a woman’s risk of obstetric fistulae (tears
between the vagina and the urinary tract or rectum)
which, when not treated surgically, often leads to life-
long disability and pain.

Malnutrition and anaemia also contribute to the
higher risk young women face during pregnancy and
delivery. Young women need twice as much iron as
adults of the same weight to avoid anaemia. Moreover,
anaemia increases the risk of maternal mortality by as
much as five times, because anaemic women are less
able to resist infections and survive haemorrhage or
other complications of labour and delivery.

The health risks of pregnancy for young women
are further complicated by their lack of access to fam-
ily planning information and modern contraceptives.
Their pregnancies are often unwanted or mistimed,
and, as a result, many young women have abortions,
often performed under unsafe conditions. There is
evidence, for example, that young unmarried women
are more likely than older married women to seek
abortions from untrained practitioners (even where
abortion is legal), due to fear, shame, or lack of finan-
cial resources, reproductive health information
and/or access to services. They are also more likely to
perform abortions on themselves, and to delay seek-
ing medical treatment if complications arise, often
with tragic consequences for mother and child.

Chart 3.7:

Many women become 
sexually active 
during adolescence
Percentage women aged 20–24
who had had sex before age 20,
1990/1994

Sub-Saharan Africa

Botswana 91a

Burkina Faso 89
Cameroon 93
Ghana 88
Kenya 79
Madagascar 80
Namibia 66
Niger 92
Nigeria 83
Rwanda 43
Senegal 70
United Republic of Tanzania 83
Zambia 87

Latin America 
and the Caribbean

Bolivia 57
Brazil (Northeast) 50
Colombia 50
Dominican Republic 49
Nicaragua 67
Paraguay 61
Peru 45

Asia

Indonesia 51
Philippines 30

Source: For all countries except
Nicaragua: Demographic and Health
Surveys, country reports (Columbia,
Maryland, Macro International,
1990–1994); for Nicaragua: P. Stupp
et al., “Encuesta sobre salud familiar
Nicaragua 1992-93”, final report.
a Data refer to 1988.
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to (or by) a skilled health attendant for healthy preg-
nant women, and more visits for women who develop
complications.31 A review by WHO of national data
for 49 countries in developing regions found that
between 70 and 90 per cent of pregnant women who
had a first prenatal visit also had a second. The pro-
portion of pregnant women having four visits or
more, however, is considerably smaller.

While women’s access to health care during preg-
nancy is almost universal in developed regions, it is
estimated that 35 per cent of pregnant women—
some 45 million pregnant women each year—receive
no care at all in developing regions.32 In the develop-
ing regions, prenatal care is highest in the Caribbean
and in Eastern and Central Asia—90 per cent or
more of pregnant women in these regions have at
least one prenatal visit with skilled health personnel.
Prenatal care is also relatively common in the rest of
the Latin American region, where in most countries

70 per cent or more of pregnant women receive some
prenatal care (chart 3.8).

In contrast, on average, 50 per cent or fewer of all
pregnant women receive prenatal care in most coun-
tries of Southern Asia. In Afghanistan, for example, 8
per cent of pregnant women have at least one prenatal
visit; in Nepal, 15 per cent. There is considerable vari-
ation within the other regions of Asia. In Western
Asia, for example, the percentage of pregnant women
receiving prenatal care (at least once during the preg-
nancy) ranges from 26 per cent in Yemen and 33 per
cent in the Syrian Arab Republic to almost universal
coverage in most other Arab countries, in Cyprus and
in countries of the former USSR. In South-eastern
Asia, coverage ranges from 25 per cent in the Lao
People’s Democratic Republic to almost universal cov-
erage in Singapore and Brunei Darussalam.

In Southern Africa, on average, 86 per cent of
women have at least one prenatal visit, while the per-

Reproductive rights and reproductive health
are not new concepts. Since the Interna-

tional Conference on Human Rights held at
Tehran in 1968, reproductive rights and repro-
ductive health have been recognized as an intrin-
sic component of human rights. More recent
international treaties and consensus documents
have tried to define these concepts and to iden-
tify key actions and indicators to measure efforts
and progress in securing these rights for women
and men and their children. 

In 1979, at the Convention on the Elimination of
All Forms of Discrimination against Women, States
Parties were urged to take positive steps to elimi-
nate discrimination against women in the provision
of health-care services, which included access to
family planning services. The Convention also
established the rights of women and men to decide
freely the number and spacing of their children, as
well as to the information, education and means to
enable them to exercise these rights. 

The 1993 Vienna Declaration adopted by the
World Conference on Human Rights reaffirmed these
basic reproductive rights by declaring, on the basis
of equality between women and men, a woman's
right to accessible and adequate health care and
the widest rage of family planning services. a 

The concept of reproductive rights as a basic
human right was further strengthened at the
ICPD in 1994 and at the five-year review of the
implementation of the ICPD Programme of Action

in 1999. Women's equality with men and the sex-
ual and reproductive rights and health of all
were, for the first time, placed at the centre of
an international document on population and
sustainable development. Governments were
urged to take all measures necessary to ensure
universal access to health-care services, includ-
ing those related to reproductive health care;
access to safe, effective, affordable and accept-
able methods of family planning; freedom from
sexual violence; elimination of harmful tradition-
al practices, including female genital mutilation;
protection of the girl child; the right to health
and education; and freedom from coercion with-
in the family and society. The ICPD Programme of
Action gave special attention to the needs and
rights of adolescents and to the interaction
between human sexuality, gender relations and
reproductive health status. b

Women's right to health, and to reproductive
health in particular, was also a central focus of
the Fourth World Conference on Women held at
Beijing in 1995. The Beijing Platform for Action
addresses reproductive health in the broader
context of gender equality and the status of
women. It calls upon Governments to recognize
that reproductive health eludes many due to
inadequate levels of knowledge about human
sexuality and inappropriate or poor-quality
reproductive health information and services;
the prevalence of high-risk sexual behaviour; dis-

criminatory social practices; negative attitudes
toward women and girls; and the limited power
many women and girls have over their sexual and
reproductive lives. c

The Platform for Action further calls upon
Governments to address the serious gaps that
exist in the collection and analysis of statistical
information on women and health, with particu-
lar focus on vulnerable and marginalized
groups. It also encourages research on how
social and economic factors affect the health of
girls and women of all ages, about the provision
of health services to girls and women and the
patterns of their use of such services, and
about the value of disease prevention and
health promotion programmes for women. The
Platform for Action calls for renewed efforts to
research health problems that are unique to
women or problems for which a gender-per-
spective would add critical—sometimes life-
saving—new information. d 

a UNFPA, A Focus on Population and Human
Rights (New York, 1998).

b United Nations, Report of the International
Conference on Population and Development...

c United Nations, Report of the Fourth World
Conference on Women, Beijing, 4-15 September
1995 (United Nations publication, Sales No.
E.96.XIV.13), chap. I, resolution 1, annexes 
I and II.

d Ibid.

Reproductive rights as a basic human right



safely for mother and child. Also crucial is access to a
health facility where the woman can receive emer-
gency care and interventions as needed.

Receiving prenatal care does not ensure that a
woman will have a trained health attendant during
delivery. In some regions, the percentage of pregnant
women attended by a skilled attendant at delivery is
well below the percentage of those who received some
prenatal care. In sub-Saharan Africa (excluding
Southern Africa), for example, on average, 66 per cent
of pregnant women received some prenatal care, but
only 42 per cent of pregnant women were attended by
skilled health personnel during delivery (chart 3.8). The
percentage of women who were assisted by a skilled
attendant at delivery was lowest in Southern Asia (on
average, 39 per cent). In Southern Asia, the percentage
of delivery coverage ranged from 8 in Afghanistan and
Nepal to 94 in Sri Lanka (table 3.A).

On average, about two thirds of women received
skilled delivery care in South-eastern Asia, Northern
and Southern Africa, and Central America. Almost all
women received skilled care at delivery in Eastern and
Central Asia and in the Caribbean—except for Haiti,
where, on average, only 20 per cent of women had
skilled care at delivery.

Maternal morbidity and 
mortality urgent problems
Preventing and reducing maternal mortality is now
recognized as an issue of social justice and human
rights (see box on reproductive rights as a human right).

Most Governments acknowledge—and internation-
al agreements support—the right of women to be
protected from the risk of death or disability due to
pregnancy and childbirth. The goal of reducing
maternal mortality was first established at the 1987
Safe Motherhood Conference in Nairobi with the
launching of the Safe Motherhood Initiative.
Reduction of maternal mortality was one of the
seven major goals of the 1990 World Summit for
Children, and in 1994, the International Conference
on Population and Development held at Cairo set a
goal of reducing maternal mortality to half the lev-
els of 1990 by 2000 and by half again by 2015.34 In
1995, at the Fourth World Conference on Women
held at Beijing, Governments agreed upon a set of
key actions to reduce maternal mortality to the lev-
els agreed upon in Cairo.35

Maternal mortality
According to estimates made by WHO and UNICEF,
in 1990, there were 585,000 maternal deaths—i.e.,
deaths caused by complications during pregnancy,
delivery or the puerperium (a period of 42 days

centage of coverage in the rest of Africa is, on average,
66. There is, however, wide variation among countries,
ranging from 19 per cent in Eritrea to 100 per cent in
Libyan Arab Jamahiriya.

Lower quality and frequency of prenatal visits and
a delay in beginning prenatal care have been identified
as key factors in the persistently high or increasing
maternal mortality ratios in countries in transition.
For example, in Bulgaria, 17 per cent of women lacked
prenatal care in 1997.33

Delivery care
The presence of a skilled attendant who can recognize
and manage obstetrical complications during delivery
is essential in order to ensure that the birth proceeds
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Monitoring maternal mortality is a first
step toward developing policies and

programmes to reduce and prevent its
occurrence. Maternal mortality can be seen
as an indicator of how well health systems
are functioning in relation to women's
needs; large numbers of maternal deaths
signal that health systems, policies and pro-
grammes may be failing to address women's
overall reproductive health needs.

Measuring maternal mortality and mon-
itoring progress in its reduction are, how-
ever, difficult. Although countries are
increasingly collecting data on maternal
mortality, these data are often of poor
quality and unreliable. Data provided by
vital statistics registration systems are
often deficient because of under-reporting
and/or misclassification of maternal deaths
as caused by other factors or vice versa.
Measuring maternal mortality through
household surveys is difficult, since mater-
nal mortality is a relatively rare event and,
therefore, requires a large sample size to
record enough deaths to make prevalence
estimates reliable. Even if Governments or
institutions were to invest the resources
needed to conduct such surveys, the
results would have large margins of error.

Maternal mortality ratios presented in
this report are provided by UNICEF and are
compiled from data reported by countries,
with no adjustments made for misclassifi-

cation and under-reporting. UNICEF regu-
larly collects information on maternal mor-
tality from countries and updates these
figures every year. The country data may
be from vital statistics registration sys-
tems or from direct or indirect estimates
based on household surveys. As a result,
these data have different levels of reliabil-
ity and are not comparable.

Given the difficulty in measuring actual
numbers of maternal deaths, alternative
indicators, called process indicators, have
been proposed for regular monitoring of
progress. a Process indicators would allow
producers of statistics on maternal mortal-
ity to substitute a set of indicators, based
on conditions that have been found to
reduce maternal deaths, for the actual
prevalence of maternal deaths. 

In their 1997 guidelines for monitoring
the availability and use of obstetric servic-
es, UNICEF, WHO and UNFPA recommended a
set of indicators. The percentage of births
attended by skilled health personnel (doc-
tors, nurses and midwives) is one process
indicator that has been widely recommend-
ed for monitoring maternal mortality. While
such process indicators do not necessarily
capture the number of deaths due to mater-
nal causes, they do provide data on
progress in providing women with access to
reproductive health services, which has
been shown to reduce maternal mortality. 

a Carla Abou Zahr and Tessa Wardlaw, “Maternal mortality at the end of the decade:
what signs of progress?”, unpublished.

Monitoring maternal mortality
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immediately following the end of the pregnancy).
Ninety-nine per cent of these deaths were in the
developing regions. Maternal mortality ratios ranged
from 190 maternal deaths per 100,000 live births in
Latin America and the Caribbean to 870 maternal
deaths per 100,000 live births in Africa. Ratios of over
1,000 maternal deaths per 100,000 live births were
reported in Eastern and Western Africa.36

Moreover, WHO estimates that worldwide more
than 15 million women a year suffer from injuries
and disabilities related to pregnancy and child-
birth—often for the rest of their lives.37 Since women
can suffer these injuries and disabilities each time
they bear a child, the cumulative total number of
women in the world today who have suffered or are
suffering from these injuries is estimated at 300 mil-
lion—more than a quarter of all adult women now
alive in developing regions.38

A woman faces the risk of death every time she
becomes pregnant. A woman’s “lifetime risk” of dying
from causes related to pregnancy is determined by the
number of pregnancies a woman has, combined with
the risk of maternal mortality for each pregnancy.
There are large differences in lifetime risk of maternal
mortality between developed and developing coun-
tries. For example, an African woman’s lifetime risk of
dying from pregnancy-related causes is 1 in 16, while
a woman’s lifetime risk of maternal mortality in Asia
is 1 in 65, and in Europe, 1 in 1,400.39

Maternal mortality ratios vary widely across
countries. Data reported by countries, although
under-estimated in many cases, indicate that mater-
nal mortality is still high in Africa, where 20 coun-
tries report maternal mortality ratios of 500 or more
deaths per 100,000 live births (table 3.A). Among
those countries with the highest maternal mortality
ratios are the Central African Republic and
Mozambique (1,100 maternal death per 100,000 live
births) and Eritrea (1,000). Maternal mortality is
also high in several countries of Southern and
South-eastern Asia—the highest ratios are reported
by the Lao People’s Democratic Republic (650) and
Nepal (540) (table 3.A). In many countries of
Southern and South-eastern Asia, access to prenatal
and delivery care is limited.

In other regions, maternal mortality is well below
these levels. Most countries of Eastern, Central and
Western Asia report maternal mortality ratios below
100 deaths per 100,000 live births. Yemen is one
exception, with a reported maternal mortality ratio of
350. In Northern Africa, reported ratios range from
70 in Tunisia to 230 in Morocco.

The majority of Latin American and Caribbean
countries report fewer than 200 deaths per 100,000

Among the essential services recom-
mended by the Safe Motherhood Initia-

tive to ensure that women have a safe and
healthy pregnancy and delivery are:  prena-
tal care; delivery care; and deliveries in
health facilities. 

Prenatal care coverage: Percentage of
women attended by skilled health person-
nel at least once during pregnancy for rea-
sons related to pregnancy. (While chart 3.8
provides data on women receiving “at least
one prenatal visit during pregnancy”, WHO
recommends at least four prenatal visits for
a normal pregnancy, and more if there are
complications.) 

Deliveries attended by skilled health
personnel: Percentage of deliveries attend-
ed by skilled health personnel, irrespective

of outcome (live birth or foetal death).
Skilled health personnel or skilled atten-
dants are defined as doctors (specialists
and non-specialists) and/or persons with
midwifery skills who can diagnose and man-
age obstetrical complications as well as
normal delivery. The term “skilled attendant”
is used by WHO to emphasize the exclusion
in this new definition of the category
“trained traditional birth attendant”.

Deliveries in health facilities: Percentage
of deliveries in public and private hospitals,
clinics and health centres, irrespective of
who attended the delivery.

Source: WHO, “Coverage of maternity care: a
listing of available information”, fourth edi-
tion, 1996 (WHO/RHT/MSM/96.28).

Maternity care indicators

Source: Prepared by the Statistics Division of the United Nations Secretariat from Women’s
Indicators and Statistics Database (Wistat), Version 4, CD-ROM (United Nations publication,
Sales No. E.00.XVII.4), based on WHO, “Coverage of maternity care: a listing of available
information”, fourth edition, 1996 (WHO/ RHT/MSM/96.28).

Note: See box below for definitions of maternity care indicators.
a Percentage of women attended at least once during pregnancy by skilled health personnel

for reasons related to pregnancy.

% pregnant
women receiving
prenatal care a

% deliveries 
attended by a 

skilled attendant

% deliveries 
in health 
facilities

Africa

Northern Africa 65 57 66

Southern Africa 86 64 67

Rest of sub-Saharan Africa 66 37 42

Latin America 
and the Caribbean

Caribbean 95 86 88

Central America 75 62 70

South America 79 76 80

Asia

Eastern Asia 93 89 95

South-eastern Asia 77 52 64

Southern Asia 49 28 39

Central Asia 90 92 93

Western Asia 82 79 82

Oceania 84 87 81

Developed regions 97 98 99

Chart 3.8:  

Many women lack appropriate health care 
during pregnancy and delivery
Maternity care, around 1996



live births, with the exceptions of Bolivia (390), the
Dominican Republic (230), Honduras (220) and
Peru (270).

In the developed regions, maternal mortality ratios
are, on average, well below 50. Overall, the ratios range
from 8 to 50 in Eastern Europe, compared to ratios of
8 or less in all but three countries in Western Europe
and the developed regions outside Europe—Denmark
and France (10) and New Zealand (15).

Among countries in transition, maternal mortality
is particularly high in some countries of the former
USSR—especially in Central Asia—and in Albania
and Romania. According to a recent UNICEF study,
high rates of maternal mortality may be linked to
diminishing accessibility to, and deteriorating quality
of, prenatal and delivery care. Moreover, it is estimat-
ed that unsafe abortion accounts for 20 to 25 per cent
of all maternal deaths in countries in transition40 (see

section on abortion).

An estimated 80 per cent of maternal deaths are
due to direct causes—obstetric complications, includ-
ing severe bleeding, infections, hypertensive disorders
and obstructed labour (e.g., eclampsia), and/or com-
plications from unsafe abortion (chart 3.9). The
remainder are due to pre-existing diseases or condi-
tions, including anaemia, malaria, diabetes and hepa-
titis, which are aggravated by pregnancy.

In addition, women may experience long-term
complications due to pregnancy and childbirth, with
profound consequences for their quality of life. These
include obstetric fistulae, severe anaemia, pelvic
inflammatory disease, reproductive tract infections
and infertility.41 

Most maternal deaths are preventable. Haemorrhage,
for example, which accounts for roughly 25 per cent of

maternal deaths, can be controlled by drugs and/or
blood transfusions. Infections during delivery are
often caused by untreated reproductive tract infec-
tions, which can usually be prevented or treated.
Hypertensive disorders can be monitored during
pregnancy and treated with drugs to prevent eclamp-
sia. Obstructed labour, one of the possible conse-
quences of female genital mutilation (see section on

female genital mutilation in chap. 6), often requires emer-
gency obstetrical intervention during delivery.42 

Access to emergency obstetric care is considered
one of the most important strategies for reducing
maternal mortality. In Sri Lanka, for example, the
extension of the health-care system and the improve-
ment of midwifery skills have contributed to a decrease
in maternal mortality. In Bangladesh, declines in
maternal mortality have been achieved at least in part
through pregnant women’s use of midwives and com-
munity health workers and the increased availability of
transportation for women who need emergency care
during pregnancy and/or delivery.43 

A mother’s death has serious consequences for her
family, particularly for her surviving children. The risk
of death doubles or triples for children under age 5
who lose their mothers.44 

Abortion a major public health problem
Abortion is permitted—sometimes under very limit-
ed circumstances—in most countries of the world 
(chart 3.10). According to recent estimates, 62 per cent
of all women live in countries where abortion is per-
mitted without restriction or under a wide set of con-
ditions (i.e., upon request, to preserve the physical
and/or mental health of the woman or for socioeco-
nomic reasons). In most other countries of the world,
abortion is legal only to save the life of the woman.
Exceptions are Chile, El Salvador and Malta, where it
is against the law under all circumstances.45

Both the ICPD Programme of Action and the
Beijing Platform for Action recognized abortion,
whether performed legally or illegally, as a major pub-
lic health problem. The ICPD Programme of Action
proposes that in countries where abortion is not
against the law, such abortion should be safe and, fur-
ther, that women should have access to quality health
services for the management of complications arising
from abortion.46 The Beijing Platform for Action calls
for research to better understand and address the con-
sequences of induced abortion, including its effects on
subsequent fertility; promotion of reproductive health
practices; and research on complications of abortion
and post-abortion care.47 

WHO defines unsafe abortion as a procedure termi-
nating an unwanted pregnancy performed by persons
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Source: WHO, World Health Report
1998: Life in the Twenty-first Century:

A Vision for All (Geneva, 1998).
a Other direct causes include ectopic

pregnancy, embolism and anaes-
thesia-related deaths.

b Indirect causes include anaemia,
hepatitis, cardiovascular 

diseases, diabetes and malaria.

Chart 3.9:

Medical causes of maternal mortality
Percentage distribution of maternal deaths by cause, 1997
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lacking the necessary skills or in a setting lacking mini-
mal medical standards, or both. Of the 40 to 60 million
abortions performed each year around the world, an
estimated 20 million are unsafe and may have serious
consequences on women’s health and lives.48

In many countries of the developing regions, the
overall risk of dying from an abortion is estimated at
1 in 250 procedures; in the developed regions, the risk
is estimated at 1 in 3,700.49 This translates to an esti-
mated 70,000 to 80,000 maternal deaths each year,
with many more women left with lifelong physical
and/or mental health problems.50

Induced abortions are usually the consequence of
unwanted pregnancies resulting from neglecting to use
contraception or from contraceptive failure. A recent
WHO study found that in Nepal, 95 per cent of induced
abortions were the result of unplanned pregnancies and
the majority of women who had abortions were not
using contraceptives. However, abortions are performed
everywhere, even where family planning information
and education are accessible and contraceptive use is
high. In China, for example, where family planning serv-
ices are widely accessible, failure to use contraception
was the primary reason given for unwanted pregnancy
and consequent abortion. Contraceptive failures were
the reported cause in 37 per cent of abortions in China.51

The prevalence of abortion is particularly high in
countries in transition, where, on average, there are
more abortions than live births. The high rates of abor-
tion in these countries are largely due to a lack of infor-
mation and education about reproductive health and
contraception, as well as difficulty in obtaining afford-
able, effective contraceptives.52 In transition countries,
complications from abortions, together with sexually
transmitted infections (STIs), are the leading causes of
infertility (see section on infertility). In Ukraine, for exam-
ple, 22 per cent of women who underwent abortions
experienced complications leading to infertility.53

Fear of side effects affects 
women’s use of contraceptives
Contraceptive use allows couples to avoid unwanted
or mistimed pregnancies. The barrier methods of
contraception also protect against the spread of STIs,
including HIV, which have long-term, and possibly
life-threatening, consequences for women and men
and their children. There are, however, many reasons
for non-use of contraceptives by both women and
men, including lack of availability; lack of knowledge
of different methods; high costs of some methods;
social, cultural and religious constraints; and health
concerns, including fear of side-effects.

Information and education about contraceptives
and their side effects may lead to more effective use and

dispel misconceptions about the various methods. In a
number of countries surveyed by DHS, a substantial
proportion of women reported not using contracep-
tion for fear of side effects—18 per cent in the
Philippines, 16 per cent in the Dominican Republic
and Nepal and 12 per cent in Indonesia and Yemen.54

In transition countries, fear of side effects and
negative perceptions of modern contraceptives are
cited as reasons for non-use. In the Russian
Federation in 1991, for example, less than 20 per cent
of women considered the contraceptive pill safe, reli-
able and convenient.55 High cost and limited avail-
ability may also be factors.

It is difficult to assess the prevalence of health
complications from contraceptive use. Women who
discontinue the use of modern contraceptives for
health reasons may have pre-existing health prob-
lems, or they may have inadequate information about
the correct use and possible side effects. On the other
hand, clinical studies may underestimate the number
of women who experience complications, as doctors
and health workers often dismiss certain symptoms as
unimportant and women fail to report these symp-
toms unless they lead to serious complications.

According to DHS surveys, fear of side effects
ranks right behind accidental pregnancy and the
desire to have another child as reasons most fre-
quently cited for discontinuing contraceptive use. In
the Philippines, for example, 16 per cent of women
said they stopped using their current method because
they feared side effects. Fear of side effects was cited
most often for injectables (45 per cent), the intra-
uterine device (IUD)(36 per cent) and the contracep-
tive pill (28 per cent).

In Egypt, 29 per cent of women cited fear of side
effects as the reason for discontinuing contraceptive
use, and an additional 10 per cent had concerns about
possible effects of prolonged contraceptive use on
their overall health. In Indonesia, health concerns and
side effects were the most frequently mentioned rea-
sons for discontinuing use of contraceptive implants
and injectables.56

Infertility may have serious 
social consequences for women
Family planning refers not only to efforts made to help
individuals avoid childbearing when they so choose
(i.e., to provide individuals with the information and
means to decide for themselves the number and spac-
ing of their children) but also to efforts made to ensure
that individuals who want to have children are able to
do so. Infertility, broadly defined as the inability to have
children, is, therefore, becoming an increasingly impor-
tant component of family planning programmes.57



ceived before and despite exposure to pregnancy for a
period of two years.59 Studies also indicate that pri-
mary infertility occurs naturally among all popula-
tions—generally at a level of about 3 per cent, in the
absence of disease-based infertility.60

The majority—55 per cent—of cases of primary
and secondary infertility are thought to be due to
the consequences of untreated STIs (especially gon-
orrhoea and chlamydia, which lead to pelvic inflam-
matory disease) or to complications suffered after
the birth of a child or after an abortion, especially
illegally induced abortions.61 WHO reports that

Infertility affects both women and men in all
regions of the world. Infertility often has profound
short- and long-term implications for the individuals
involved and it may expose them to family and socie-
tal pressures. According to WHO estimates, between 8
and 12 per cent of all couples experience some form of
infertility during their reproductive lives—50 to 80
million people worldwide.58 

Primary infertility is defined as a woman’s inabili-
ty ever to conceive, despite exposure to pregnancy for
a period of two years, while secondary infertility refers
to a woman’s inability to conceive though she has con-
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Under no condition

Latin America and the Caribbean Developed Regions

Chile El Salvador Malta

Only to save a woman’s life

Africa

Angola
Benin
Central African

Republic
Chad
Congo
Côte d’Ivoire
Dem. Rep. 

of the Congo
Djibouti

Egypt—SA
Gabon
Guinea-Bissau
Lesotho
Libyan Arab

Jamahiriya—PA
Madagascar
Malawi—SA
Mali
Mauritania

Mauritius
Niger
Sao Tome and

Principe
Senegal
Somalia
Sudan—RI
Swaziland
Togo

Latin America and the Caribbean

Antigua and 
Barbuda

Brazil—RI
Colombia
Dominica

Dominican Republic
Guatemala
Haiti
Honduras
Mexico a—RI

Nicaragua—SA,PA
Panama—PA,RI,FI
Paraguay
Suriname
Venezuela

Asia and Oceania

Afghanistan
Bangladesh
Bhutan
Brunei 

Darussalam
Indonesia
Iran (Islamic 

Rep. of)

Kiribati
Lao People’s Dem.

Rep.
Lebanon
Myanmar
Nepal
Oman
Philippines

Solomon Islands
Sri Lanka
Syrian Arab

Republic—SA,PA
Tonga
United Arab

Emirates—SA,PA
Yemen

To preserve physical or mental health (also to save a woman's life)

Africa

Algeria
Botswana—RI,FI
Burkina Faso—

RI,FI
Burundi
Cameroon—RI
Comoros
Equatorial Guinea
Eritrea

Ethiopia
Gambia
Ghana—RI,FI
Guinea
Kenya
Liberia—RI,FI
Morocco—SA
Mozambique b

Namibia—RI,FI

Nigeria c

Rwanda
Seychelles—

RI,FI
Sierra Leone
Uganda
United Rep. of

Tanzania
Zimbabwe—RI,FI

Latin America and the Caribbean

Argentina—RI
Bahamas
Bolivia—RI
Costa Rica

Ecuador—RI
Grenada
Jamaica—PA
Peru

Saint Kitts and Nevis
Saint Lucia
Trinidad and Tobago
Uruguay—RI

Developed Regions

Liechtenstein
New Zealand—

RI,FI

Poland—PA,RI,FI
Switzerland

Portugal—PA
Spain

Asia and Oceania

Cyprus—RI,FI
Fiji
Iraq
Israel—RI,FI
Jordan
Kuwait—SA,PA,FI

Malaysia
Maldives—SA
Pakistan
Papua New Guinea
Qatar—SA,FI

Republic of Korea—
SA,RI

Samoa
Saudi Arabia—SA,PA
Thailand—RI
Vanuatu

Developed Regions

Andorra
Ireland

Monaco
San Marino

Chart 3.10:  

Grounds on which abortion is allowed by countries
Information as of 1999



untreated infections and pelvic inflammatory dis-
ease (PID) are the major causes of disease-related
infertility, especially in countries with poor repro-
ductive health care.62 

In general, female factors are thought to cause
infertility in 50 to 70 per cent of all infertile couples.63

Female factors, however, might be overestimated
because men are less likely than women to seek med-
ical treatment for symptoms of infertility, clinical
studies generally focus on women’s reproductive sys-
tems and demographic surveys typically collect data
only on women’s reproductive histories.

In many developing countries, female infertility
may have serious consequences for women. Where
women’s identity is closely linked to their reproduc-
tive role, the inability to fulfill the expectations of
family and society may lead to divorce or abandon-
ment by their husbands or partners, stigmatization
and ostracism and, in some cases, violence at the
hands of their partners.

Estimates of primary infertility are often derived
from demographic data on childlessness. However, the
existence of voluntary childlessness may confound any
analysis of primary infertility based on data on child-

Asia and Oceania

Armenia
Azerbaijan
Bahrain
Cambodia
China—PA

Sources: Prepared by the Statistics Division of the United
Nations Secretariat from Population Division of the United
Nations Secretariat, World Abortion Polices 1999, wall chart
(United Nations publication, Sales No. E99.XIII.5); spousal
and parental authorization information taken from 
Center for Reproductive Law and Policy, 
The World’s Abortion Laws 1999, wall chart. 

Note: In addition to the grounds shown, many countries 
recognize the following grounds for abortion: rape or incest
(indicated as RI next to the country name), foetal impair-
ment (FI). Certain countries require spousal authorization
(SA) or parental authorization/notification (PA) for abortion.

a Abortion law in Mexico is determined at the state level. 
The grounds shown refer to the Federal District; some
states allow abortion on more liberal grounds.

b Abortions are also allowed in cases of contraceptive failure.

c The northern states only allow abortions to be performed to
save the life of the woman.

d In most countries, the law governing abortion indicates 
a gestational limit within which abortion is allowed, generally
ranging from 12 to 14 weeks.

e Abortion law in Australia is determined at the state level. 
The most restrictive laws allow abortion to be performed 
to save a woman's life or to preserve her physical or mental
health; the most liberal allows abortion on request.
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Latin America and the Caribbean
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is the most common STI, with an estimated 167 million
new cases in 1995, 83 million cases of which were
reported in women. The prevalence of trichomoniasis
raises serious concern because trichomoniasis may
facilitate the transmission of HIV to women.67

The prevalence of chlamydia and gonorrhoea—
with 89 million and 62 million new cases, respective-
ly, in 1995—is another health problem, especially in
developing countries. Rates of gonorrhoeal and
chlamydial infections have been found to be particu-
larly high among pregnant women. For example, 44
per cent of pregnant women tested positive for
chlamydia in El Salvador in 1991, as did almost 50 per
cent of pregnant women in Botswana in 1990. From
1990 to 1993, rates of gonorrhoea among pregnant
women were 14 per cent in Botswana, 12 per cent in
Cameroon and 4 per cent in Côte d’Ivoire.68

Although the number of new syphilis infections in
1995 was far smaller—12 million cases—its prevalence
is also cause for concern, especially in pregnant
women, as it can result in foetal death. Syphilis is easi-
ly diagnosed with a simple and highly sensitive test,
and may be successfully treated with antibiotics.
However, WHO reports that the incidence of syphilis
has been increasing since the 1960s, even in some
developed countries.69 In most countries in transition,
for example, there has been a dramatic resurgence of
syphilis, due in part to the deterioration of public
health systems. In 11 countries in transition surveyed,
the number of new cases of syphilis increased more
than tenfold between 1990 and 1996. Young persons,
especially young women, are particularly vulnerable.
In Belarus, the incidence of syphilis is much higher
among young women than among young men—984
cases per 100,000 young women compared to 300 per
100,000 young men. A similar or slightly wider gender
gap in syphilis prevalence was observed in the Republic
of Moldova, the Russian Federation and Ukraine.70

Epidemiological surveys have found that the inci-
dence and prevalence of STIs vary widely between
countries of different regions, within countries, and
within population groups with similar characteristics.
This indicates the strong influence of social, cultural,
and economic factors, as well as different access to
treatment, on the incidence and prevalence of STIs.
For example, STIs tend to be more prevalent among
people living in urban areas, among young adults and
among unmarried individuals.71

Women are also biologically more likely than men
to contract STIs.72 Women, however, often do not
experience early symptoms of STIs and, therefore,
seek treatment late, resulting in more serious health
consequences and long-term complications. It is
reported, for example, that an estimated 70 to 75 per

lessness. The measurement of infertility in demograph-
ic surveys is further complicated by reporting problems.
For instance, having children is so highly valued in sub-
Saharan Africa that women may hide the fact that they
are infertile by either refusing to be interviewed or by
claiming foster children as their own. The increasing
prevalence of contraception also confounds infertility
measures, since a woman’s use of contraceptives may
mask the fact that she is infertile.64

A study in sub-Saharan Africa indicates high infer-
tility—especially in Central African countries—as a
consequence of a high incidence of STIs and infections
related to childbirth and abortion. The countries most
affected were Cameroon, the Central African Republic,
the Congo, Gabon, and the Democratic Republic of
the Congo, where from 15 to 32 per cent of women
were childless at the end of their childbearing years.65

Recent data for Cameroon and the Central African
Republic show a decline in childlessness. Still, these
countries have higher levels of childlessness than other
sub-Saharan African countries surveyed (chart 3.11). 

Infertility rates vary markedly within countries.
Infertility is particularly prevalent in the northern
region of Cameroon and in eastern parts of the
Central African Republic, areas that are known to have
had a high prevalence of STIs. Many of the women
surveyed became infertile from disease-related causes
after they had at least one child. Poor midwifery prac-
tices during the delivery of the first child are a possi-
ble cause, as are STIs. 66

Two countries in other developing regions show pro-
portions of childless married women above 4 per cent—
Trinidad and Tobago (5) and Papua New Guinea (6).

In the developed regions, levels of childlessness
may be a matter of choice rather than a couple’s
inability to have children. In addition, advances in
reproductive health technologies may afford couples
in these regions  a better chance to treat infertility and
bear children as desired.

Women more vulnerable to sexually 
transmitted infections, with more 
serious consequences 
Sexually transmitted infections (STIs) are a major health
concern worldwide and have serious health and social
consequences for women and men and, often, for their
children. The increased interest in and the new research
on STIs derive from their serious health consequences
—especially for women—and from their newly dis-
covered role in facilitating the transmission of HIV.

The four major STIs (excluding HIV) are trichomo-
niasis, chlamydia, gonorrhoea and syphilis. Of the esti-
mated 331 million new cases of these STIs in 1995, 167
million cases were reported in women. Trichomoniasis
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Definitions of 
RTIs and STIs a

Reproductive tract infections
(RTIs) are viral, bacterial and

protozoan infections of the
lower and upper reproductive

tract, transmitted through 
sexual intercourse, unsafe

childbirth, abortion 
and other practices, including

female genital mutilation.

Sexually transmitted infections
(STIs) are reproductive tract

infections that are transmitted
mainly through sexual activity.

The four major STIs are tri-
chomoniasis, chlamydia, gonor-

rhoea and syphilis. Human
immunodeficiency virus (HIV),

which is the virus causing auto-
immunodeficiency syndrome
(AIDS), is often considered a

sexually transmitted disease as
it is most often spread through

sexual contact. However, 
HIV is also transmitted non-sex-

ually—through infected blood,
blood supplies and needles or
through breast milk (see sec-

tion on HIV infection and AIDS).

a In order to be consistent with
the new terminology recom-

mended by WHO, in the present
report the term “sexually

transmitted diseases” has been
replaced by “sexually transmit-
ted infections”. The new termi-

nology reflects the fact that
both symptomatic and asympto-

matic infections need 
to be considered and treated. 

See WHO, “Sexually transmitted
diseases or sexually transmit-

ted infections?”, accessed 
at http://www.who.int/ask/.



cent of women infected with chlamydia are symptom-
free.73 Women’s delay in seeking treatment also con-
tributes to the spread of STIs.

Untreated, gonorrhoea and chlamydia may lead to
pelvic inflammatory disease, chronic pelvic pain, tubo-
ovarian abscesses, ectopic pregnancies and infertility.
Untreated STIs in pregnant women may also lead to low
birth weight infants and/or infants with eye or lung
problems, or result in foetal loss or stillbirth. WHO
reports that two-thirds of pregnant women infected with
early-stage syphilis pass the disease on to the foetus.74

HIV INFECTION AND AIDS
According to recent UNAIDS global estimates, there
are 33.6 million people (including 1.2 million children
under age 15) now living with HIV/AIDS.75 Of these,
5.6 million (including 570,000 children) were newly
infected with HIV in 1999. A total of 16.3 million peo-
ple (including 3.6 million children) have died since
the epidemic began.

Women account for 14.8 million—46 per cent—of
the 32.4 million adults (aged 15 to 49) currently living
with HIV/AIDS. In 1999, of the 5 million adults newly
infected with HIV, 2.3 million—46 per cent—were
women. Women also account for almost half (49 per
cent) of the 12.7 million adults who have died since
the epidemic began, and for 52 per cent of the 2.1 mil-
lion adults who died of AIDS in 1999.

This last statistic suggests that women are bearing
an increasingly large burden of the disease—a burden
made even greater by the fact that women are also
more likely than men to care for children who suffer
from the disease.

Where HIV is spreading predominantly through
heterosexual contact—for example, in a number of
countries of sub-Saharan Africa and Asia—rates of
infection are as high among women as among men.
There is also evidence that it is spreading much faster
among women. Where the spread of HIV occurs
mostly through homosexual contact between men
and through intravenous drug use—as in developed
countries and in Latin America—the virus is now
spreading beyond selected population groups to the
heterosexual population, especially among young
women and young men.

Wide regional differences in HIV prevalence
The overwhelming majority of people living with
HIV/AIDS are in developing regions where health-
care systems and economic resources are unable to
keep pace with the spread of the  disease. About 95 per
cent of all people living with HIV/AIDS at the end of
1999 and 97 per cent of new infections in 1999 were in
the developing regions.

Almost 70 per cent of the global total of HIV-pos-
itive people live in sub-Saharan Africa. As of the end
of 1999, 23.3 million adults and children in the
region—8 per cent of the population—were living
with HIV/AIDS (chart 3.12). The majority of AIDS
deaths also occur in sub-Saharan Africa, where access
to treatment is low and costs of treatment are prohib-
itive for most people. The highest adult HIV/AIDS
prevalence rates were in Botswana and Zimbabwe—
more than 25 per cent.

Among adults living with HIV/AIDS in sub-
Saharan Africa, 55 per cent were women (i.e., there are
12 to 13 African women currently infected with the
virus for every 10 African men).

In Asia, 6 million persons in Southern and South-
eastern Asia, and a half million in Eastern Asia and the
Pacific live with HIV/AIDS. Of these, 30 and 15 per
cent, respectively, are women. The prevalence of HIV
infection varies among countries, with rates in most
countries of the region below 0.25 per cent. However,
a number of countries have higher rates—Cambodia
(2.4 per cent), Thailand (2.2 per cent), Myanmar (1.8
per cent) and India (0.8 per cent).

The HIV/AIDS epidemic started later in Asia than
elsewhere in the world. This delay gave Governments
an opportunity to set in motion prevention efforts.
Nonetheless, rates of infection can increase quickly.
For example, in Viet Nam, HIV prevalence among
female sex workers increased five-fold between 1994
and 1998. Although the rates are not yet high in China,
there is fear that they will increase with the growth of
the sex industry. Surveys found that 50 per cent of sex
workers in China had never used condoms, a proven
method for preventing the spread of HIV/AIDS.
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Africa

Cameroon 5
Central African Republic 7
Comoros 5
Liberia a 4
Madagascar 4
Niger 4
Nigeria 5
Sudan 3
Tunisia a 3

Latin America and the Caribbean

Brazil 3
Dominican Republic 4
Paraguay 4
Trinidad and Tobago a 5

Asia

Indonesia 3
Pakistan a 3

Oceania

Papua New Guinea 6

Source: Women’s Indicators and Statistics
Database (Wistat), Version 4, CD-ROM 
(United Nations publication, Sales No. E.00.XVII.4),
based mainly on Demographic and Health Surveys,
country reports (Columbia and Calverton,
Maryland, Macro International, 1990–1998).

Note: Only countries where at least 
3 per cent of women currently married 
(or in union) are childless are shown.
a Data for this country refers to 1986/1989.

Chart 3.11:

Data on childlessness may suggest relatively high rates 
of infertility in some countries of Africa.
Percentage childless among women aged 40–44 who are currently married or in unions



An estimated 1.4 million adults and children in
Western Europe and North America are now living
with HIV. In these regions, about 20 per cent of the
adult population with HIV/AIDS are women (chart 3.12).

In Latin America and the Caribbean, 1.7 million
people are infected with HIV. The prevalence rate in
the Caribbean is the highest after sub-Saharan Africa,
with 2 per cent of the population infected (chart 3.12).

Prevalence rates are estimated at less than 1 per cent in
most of the countries of Latin America, with women
accounting for 20 per cent of all adults living with
HIV/AIDS. In many countries of Latin America and
the Caribbean, unprotected homosexual contact and
intravenous drug use are seen as the focal points of
infection. In Brazil, however, the share of women with
HIV/AIDS is rising. In 1986, for example, the sex ratio
of persons with HIV/AIDS was 16 men to 1 woman;
in 1997, the ratio was 3 to 1.

Rates of HIV infection are increasing sharply in
Eastern Europe and Central Asia. According to esti-
mates, the number of people living with HIV rose by
a third during 1999, reaching 360,000. Concern in
these countries focuses on the increasing number of
intravenous drug users and persons involved in high-
risk sexual behaviours, which tend to increase the
spread of the virus to other populations.

Women’s risk of HIV infection from heterosexual
contact at least twice that of men

Women’s risk of becoming infected with HIV during
unprotected sexual intercourse is two to four times
higher than that of men. Women have a larger surface
area exposed to their partner’s sexual secretions than
do men and there is a higher concentration of the
virus in men’s semen than in women’s secretions. The

risk is even higher for young women, as their genital
tracts may not be fully developed.

Social and cultural factors also increase women’s
vulnerability to HIV. In some cultures, discriminatory
practices limit women’s access to reproductive health
information that could protect them from disease and
injury. Moreover, a power imbalance between women
and men may inhibit women from exercising their
rights and autonomy. For example, women often fail
to require that their partners use condoms as a means
of protecting both parties against HIV/AIDS (and
other sexually transmitted infections), out of fear of
retribution, abandonment and even violence.

Male promiscuity may also be responsible for the
spread of HIV/AIDS and other STIs. Monogamous
women may be infected by their partners without
knowing about the potential risk. A study in India, for
example, found that 91 per cent of the women attend-
ing an STI clinic reported having sex exclusively with
their husband, yet all were infected with at least one
STI and 14 per cent were infected with HIV.

Women living with HIV/AIDS may also face dis-
crimination and violence. In India, a recent study
found cases in which the husband of an HIV-infected
woman dies and the woman’s in-laws throw her out of
her home and keep her children.

Sex workers are generally considered at high risk
for contracting HIV, often lacking information and
the means to protect themselves. Even when they
understand the risks, they may find it difficult or
impossible to practice safe sex. For example, young
women driven into prostitution by sex traffickers
often have little or no autonomy and are less able than
other sex workers to protect themselves from
HIV/AIDS and other STIs.
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Source: UNAIDS/WHO, “AIDS 
epidemic update: December 1999”.

Note: The regional grouping 
shown is that used by 

UNAIDS/WHO for their estimates.

People living with
HIV/AIDS at the end 
of 1999 (thousands)

% women 
among HIV-positive

adults

Adult 
HIV prevalence 

rate (%)

New HIV infectiions 
in 1999 

(thousands)

World 33 600 46 1.10 5 600

Sub-Saharan Africa 23 300 55 8.00 3 800

Northern Africa and Middle East 220 20 0.13 19

Southern and South-eastern Asia 6 000 30 0.69 1 300

Eastern Asia and the Pacific 530 15 0.07 120

Latin America 1 300 20 0.57 150

Caribbean 360 35 1.96 57

Eastern Europe/Central Asia 360 20 0.14 95

Western Europe 520 20 0.25 30

North America 920 20 0.56 44

Australia and New Zealand 12 10 0.10 0.5

Chart 3.12:  

Roughly 95 per cent of people living with HIV/AIDS are in the developing regions 



Where women work can also influence the course of
their treatment for HIV/AIDS. For example, a recent
study in Mexico found that HIV-positive women were
less likely than HIV-positive men to receive the anti-
retroviral drug regimen now recommended for the
treatment of the virus; women work more often than
men in the informal sector, where social security cover-
age is rare.76

Girls and young women at highest risk
Nearly half of all persons newly infected with HIV
are aged 15 to 24. In the most affected countries, 60
per cent or more of newly infected people are in this
age group. UNAIDS-sponsored studies in Western
Kenya found that nearly 25 per cent of young women
aged 15 to 19 are infected with HIV, compared to 4
per cent of young men. The rate of infection is three
times higher for young women than for young men
in Zambia.77 Higher prevalence rates among young
women relative to young men may reflect their
greater biological vulnerability to infection.

Among the most vulnerable populations of young
people are the homeless, refugees or displaced people,
those living in urban slums, victims of sexual violence
and abuse, young male homosexuals, sex  workers and
intravenous drug users.

Breastfeeding a dilemma 
for HIV-infected mothers
According to UNAIDS, nearly 5 million children
under age 15 have been infected with HIV since the
pandemic began—570,000 children were infected in
1999 alone. Of the nearly 5 million children infected,
some 3.6 million have already died of AIDS. The over-
whelming majority acquired the virus from their
mothers. Of these children, 90 per cent were born in
Africa, although only 19 per cent of the world’s chil-
dren are estimated to live in this region. The high rates
of HIV infection among children in sub-Saharan
Africa are due in large part to high fertility rates com-
bined with very high rates of infection among adults.
In urban centres in several Southern African countries
in 1998, for example, rates of HIV infection of 20 to 30
per cent were common among pregnant women test-
ed at antenatal clinics. Rates of 59 per cent and even 70
per cent have been recorded in parts of Zimbabwe and
between 34 and 43 per cent in Botswana.

Mother-to-child transmission (MTCT) of HIV
has been identified as a serious and growing concern
around the world. The risk of a baby acquiring the
virus from an infected mother ranges from 15 to 25
per cent in developed regions and from 25 to 35 per
cent in developing regions. Breastfeeding, which is
more common and practiced over a longer period of

time in developing regions, is probably responsible
for this difference. HIV may be transmitted to infants
during pregnancy, childbirth or delivery. One third of
infants who acquire the virus are believed to be
infected while still in utero, most often during the last
trimester of a woman’s pregnancy. The rest are
thought to be infected at the time of delivery.
However, in populations where women breastfeed as
a matter of course, one third of all infections may
occur through infected breast milk.

The fact that breast milk has recently been shown
to account for high rates of MTCT poses a serious
dilemma for mothers, especially for poor women in
developing regions. With the determination that
breast milk is a leading vehicle for MTCT, breast milk
substitutes were offered as an alternative to breast-
feeding. This alternative, however, poses its own risks
and obstacles: many women cannot afford the cost of
infant formula; many women do not have access to
clean water and fuel needed to prepare formulas safe-
ly; and for many women, the choice not to breastfeed
may alert others to her HIV status and lead to dis-
crimination, ostracism, violence and abandonment.
For community health-care workers and policy mak-
ers, a decision to promote commercial formulas over
breast milk for those at risk for MCTC also under-
mines efforts to encourage breastfeeding as the best
means of preventing malnutrition for the overall pop-
ulation of infants. In the absence of a viable solution
to this dilemma, policy makers are now promoting
informed choice (including the provision of counsel-
ing and information) about the alternatives for
women at risk of transmitting HIV to their infants.

Prevention measures and awareness 
campaigns making a difference
According to UNAIDS, sex education encourages
young people to postpone their first intercourse, thus
helping to protect young people not only from early
pregnancy but also from becoming infected with HIV
and other STIs. In Uganda, for example, a public edu-
cation campaign targeted mainly to young people has
been successful in reducing the rate of new infections
from  239,000 cases in 1987 to 57,000 in 1997. The
campaign encourages the open discussion of
HIV/AIDS, condom use, HIV testing and counseling
services. As a result, many young Ugandans are post-
poning having sex for the first time, and many who are
sexually active are taking fewer partners and practicing
safe sex. HIV prevalence among pregnant women in
urban areas has also dropped by 40 per cent.78

Strategies to reduce the spread of STIs could also
reduce women’s risk of contracting HIV. These strate-
gies include development, production and marketing of
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female-controlled methods of contraception, including
the female condom (a barrier-method of contraception
that, when inserted, covers the vaginal wall, the cervix
and the outer genitalia), and increasing research on
microbicides (substances such as gels, creams, supposi-
tories, or film that, when applied in the vagina or rec-
tum, act as barriers against STIs, including HIV).79

An innovative programme was introduced among
sex workers in a red-light district of Calcutta in 1992,
aimed at protecting the rights of sex workers and
increasing their knowledge of STIs, HIV and the prac-
tice of safe sex. By 1994, the district had a negative
growth rate of HIV/AIDS, while rates of infection rose
considerably in other red-light areas.80

OTHER DISEASES AND 
CAUSES OF DEATH
Data on morbidity and mortality are scarce in many
countries. Not only is it difficult to obtain information
on the prevalence of chronic or infectious disease but
there are many countries in which the number of
deaths resulting from such infectious diseases is
incompletely measured (see box on reporting problems with

cause of death). Where data are available—predomi-
nantly in the developed regions—analysis of preva-
lence and trends in morbidity and mortality can be
made; however, in most developing countries, there
is little or no data available. Nevertheless, WHO is
able to provide some global and regional estimates
of morbidity and mortality, which can inform poli-
cy and programmes.

Cancer claims more deaths 
among men than women
Cancer accounts for about one in seven deaths world-
wide.81 The most recent estimates on new cancer cases
and cancer deaths, for 1990, were prepared by
researchers at the International Agency for Research on

Cancer from cancer registries, available mortality data
by cause and information on cancer survival rates.
These data were supplemented by model-based esti-
mates to arrive at country, regional and global esti-
mates of new cancer cases and deaths. According to
this set of estimates, a total of 2.2 million cancer deaths
occurred among women and close to 3 million among
men in 1990. In developed regions, cancer was gener-
ally responsible for a smaller proportion of women’s
deaths than men’s deaths but the range across coun-
tries was considerable. For instance, based on cause of
death statistics reported by countries, cancer account-
ed for 10 or fewer per cent of all women’s deaths in
Albania and the Republic of Moldova in the 1990s,
compared to 27 per cent in Canada and Iceland.82
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Source: D. Max Parkin, Paola Pisani and J.
Ferlay, “Global cancer statistics”, CA: A Cancer
Journal for Clinicians, vol. 1, No. 49 (1999).
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Chart 3.13: 

Women and men suffer from different types of cancer

% distribution of 
new cases, 1990

W M

% distribution of
deaths, 1990

All sites 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Lung 7.0 18.0 10.2 23.4

Stomach 7.6 11.9 10.3 13.4

Breast 21.0 – 14.1 –

Colorectal 10.1 9.4 9.7 7.5

Liver 3.2 7.4 5.4 10.3

Prostate – 9.2 – 5.6

Mouth/pharynx 2.8 6.0 2.5 4.7

Esophagus 2.7 5.0 4.1 6.5

Cervical 9.8 – 8.5 –

Ovarian 4.4 – 4.5 –

Other sites 31.4 33.1 30.7 28.6

Data on mortality by cause and sex are impor-
tant in studying gender differences in causes

of death. The most reliable source of information
on mortality by cause is a well-functioning vital
registration system, which records information
pertaining to the deceased, including age, sex and
the date, time, place and cause of death. Cause of
death is obtained from the statistical or medical
portion of the death record. However, the degree
of detail and the quality of the data on the cause
of death vary considerably across countries, due

to both the accuracy of the recorded cause of
death and the completeness of registration. 

In most developed countries, data on deaths
by cause are available from a national vital reg-
istration system, which is usually relatively com-
plete and accurate. In contrast, in most countries
in the developing regions, death registration
data are often unreliable due to non-registration
of deaths, as well as to incomplete or inaccurate
recording of information on the death record.
The accuracy of the recorded cause of death is

often questionable, especially when deaths are
not attended and recorded by medically trained
personnel. In both developed and developing
countries, cause of death may also be misreport-
ed when social stigma is attached to the cause,
such as in the case of AIDS or suicide.

In the absence of an accurate and complete
vital registration system in a country, it is diffi-
cult to obtain an accurate number of deaths of
women and men, let alone  the diseases and con-
ditions leading to those deaths.

Reporting problems with cause of death



Breast cancer accounted for 21 per cent of new
cancer cases in women in the 1990s, more than double
the second-leading type of female cancer (colorectal).
Breast cancer was responsible for 14 per cent of cancer
deaths and led to more deaths in women than any
other cancer (chart 3.13). The estimated incidence of
breast cancer had increased in most countries, espe-
cially in countries where it was previously low.
Incidence rates of breast cancer were high in most
developed regions, ranging from 67 cases per 100,000
population in Western Europe to 86 cases per 100,000
in North America. One exception is Japan, where
stomach and colorectal cancers were more common.
Breast cancer rates in most of sub-Saharan Africa and
Asia were much lower—fewer than 30 cases per
100,000 population—with the lowest incidence in
China (12 cases per 100,000). The prognosis for breast
cancer was generally good in the developed regions,
with survival rates ranging from 50 to 75 per cent.

Environmental exposure, reproductive factors and
diet are thought to be risk factors for breast cancer,
although the considerable variation in incidence
among populations is not well understood.

For men, lung cancer (among all cancers) had the
highest incidence and mortality rate, accounting for
18 per cent of all new cancer cases and 23 per cent of
cancer deaths in 1990 (chart 3.13). The highest lung
cancer rates were in North America and Europe. In
regions where smoking is widespread, 90 per cent or
more of lung cancer cases in men are thought to be
tobacco-related. Incidence and mortality from lung
cancer were still increasing for women (who took up
smoking more recently than men), while for men,
incidence rates had started to decline. Incidence was
still increasing for both women and men in develop-
ing countries.

Worldwide, in 1990, cervical cancer was the third
most common cancer in women, after breast and col-
orectal cancers. It accounted for about 10 per cent of
all new cancer cases in women in 1990. Cervical can-
cer was much more common in developing countries,
where it accounted for 15 per cent of all new cancer
cases among women, compared to only 4 per cent in
developed countries. Incidence rates were high
among women in Latin America and the Caribbean,
sub-Saharan Africa and Southern and South-eastern
Asia. Low rates—below 6 cases per 100,000 popula-
tion—however, were observed in China and Western
Asia. The incidence and mortality rates of cervical
cancer had declined substantially, especially in devel-
oped countries with screening programmes. A
decline in incidence was also observed in some devel-
oping countries. In China, for example, incidence
dropped from 18 cases per 100,000 population in

1985 to 5 cases per 100,000 in 1990. In some develop-
ing countries, breast cancer has replaced cervical can-
cer as the leading cancer in women.

Survival rates varied among regions but even in
developing countries, where many cases were diag-
nosed at relatively advanced stages, about half the
patients survived for five years.

Cardiovascular diseases 
kill more women than men 
Cardiovascular diseases, which include coronary
heart disease and cerebrovascular disease,83 are the
most common cause of death for adults.84 According
to WHO, globally, in 1998, these diseases accounted
for more than 16 million deaths—31 per cent of all
deaths—and many millions more were left disabled.
While deaths due to cardiovascular diseases declined
from 51 to 46 per cent of total deaths in developed
regions between 1985 and 1997, cardiovascular dis-
eases remain the leading cause of death in these
regions. In the developing regions, cardiovascular
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Eastern Europe

Albania 38 34
Belarus 51 41
Bulgaria 67 58
Croatia 57 43
Czech Republic 60 51
Estonia 64 46
Hungary 57 45
Latvia 58 42
Lithuania 65 44
Poland 56 46
Republic of Moldova 51 41
Romania 69 55
Russian Federation 55 37
Slovenia 49 36
The FYR of Macedonia 60 51
Ukraine 52 40

Western Europe

Austria 59 47
Belgium 40 34
Denmark 39 38
Finland 50 45
France 36 28
Germany 53 43
Greece 57 46
Iceland 45 48
Ireland 46 45
Italy 49 39
Luxembourg 47 37

W M

Chart 3.14:

Cardiovascular diseases account for most deaths 
in both women and men in developed regions
Percentage of total deaths due to cardiovascular disease, 1992/1995

Source: Prepared by the

Statistics Division of the United

Nations Secretariat from

Women’s Indicators and Statistics
Database (Wistat), Version 4,
CD-ROM (United Nations publica-

tion, Sales No. E.00.XVII.4), based

on Demographic Yearbook 1996
(United Nations publication, 

Sales No. E/F.98.XIII.1).

Western 
Europe  (cont’d)

Malta 46 42
Netherlands 39 37
Norway 45 44
Portugal 48 37
San Marino 54 48
Spain 45 33
Sweden 50 49
Switzerland 44 36
United Kingdom 46 45

Other developed
regions

Australia 47 40
Bermuda 39 38
Canada 39 36
Japan 39 30
New Zealand 44 42
United States 44 39

W M



diseases are rapidly emerging as a major health con-
cern, as well, as populations age and as individuals
adopt unhealthy habits and behaviours. Deaths from
cardiovascular diseases increased from 16 to 24 per
cent of all deaths in the developing regions between
1985 and 1997.

The prevailing view that coronary heart disease
and stroke are men’s health problems has  obscured
their significance for women. In fact, cardiovascular
diseases kill more women than men. Globally, 35 per
cent of all female deaths (8.6 million deaths) were
attributed to cardiovascular diseases in 1998, com-
pared to 28 per cent of male deaths (8 million deaths).

In the developed regions, available data show that
cardiovascular diseases account for nearly half of all
female deaths and about 40 per cent of all male
deaths, with considerable variation among countries
(chart 3.14). In all developed countries (except
Iceland), cardiovascular diseases account for a larger
proportion of deaths for women than for men. The

sex differential is largest in Eastern Europe, where
deaths attributable to cardiovascular diseases
account for more than half of all female deaths in the
majority of countries.

Morbidity and mortality from stroke and other
cerebrovascular diseases affect people under age 65
but occur mainly in the over-65 age group, in partic-
ular among ageing women. Although declines in
death rates from heart disease and stroke have been
greater for women than men in the majority of
developed countries, it is expected that cardiovascu-
lar disease will continue to be a major health prob-
lem for older women.

Worldwide, there are more deaths annually from
coronary heart disease (7.2 million) than stroke (4.6
million). The major risk factors are high blood pres-
sure, cigarette smoking, unhealthy diet, high blood
cholesterol level, lack of physical activity, diabetes and
excess alcohol consumption. Cigarette smoking is the
most readily preventable risk factor.
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Africa 7 41

Latin America 
and the Caribbean

Caribbeana 14 44
Central America 15 37
South America 20 39

Asia

Eastern Asia 7 56
South-eastern 

and Southern Asia 6 48
Central Asiaa 1 33
Western Asiaa 14 46

Oceaniaa 23 56

Developed regions

Eastern Europe 22 50
Western Europe 26 35
Other developed regions 22 34

Source: Women’s Indicators and
Statistics Database (Wistat), Version 4,
CD-ROM (United Nations publication,
Sales No. E.00.XVII.4).
a Average shown for this region or

subregion is based on only a few
countries.
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Chart 3.15:

Smoking is less prevalent
among women than among
men, and more prevalent 
in developed than develop-
ing regions
Smoking prevalence among persons
aged 15 or over, 1988/1995

The recent WHO International Conference on Tobacco
and Health, held at Kobe, Japan in 1999, adopted a dec-

laration that highlights grave concerns about the tobacco
epidemic, particularly as it affects women and youth. The
concerns expressed in the Declaration include:
• There are already over 200 million women smokers,

and tobacco companies have launched aggressive cam-
paigns to recruit women and girls worldwide. Tobacco
undermines the principle of women and children’s right
to health as a basic human right; 

• The scientific evidence has shown conclusively that
both smoked and smokeless tobaccos contain toxins
that cause multiple fatal and disabling health prob-
lems throughout the life cycle. Women who smoke
have markedly increased risks of cancer, particularly
lung cancer, heart disease, stroke, emphysema and
other fatal diseases. Women experience gender-spe-
cific risks from tobacco and environmental tobacco
smoke, such as negative impacts on their reproduc-
tive health and complications during pregnancy;

• Tobacco-related diseases lead to high 
morbidity rates worldwide, contrary to the goals of
sustainable development and well-being for all;

• Transnational tobacco companies have implemented
well-formulated and deliberate strategies to expand
tobacco markets among women and children, particu-
larly in populous and developing countries. The
tobacco industry promotes the false association of
tobacco with images of health, liberation, slimness
and modernity.

The Kobe Declaration explicitly demands that the
Framework Convention on Tobacco Control incorporate gen-
der-specific concerns and perspectives and include a
women’s protocol. It also recommends a number of key
interventions at national and international levels, including:
• A global ban on direct and indirect advertising, promo-

tion and sponsorship by the tobacco industry across all
media and in all forms of entertainment;

• Ensuring that gender equality in society becomes an
integral part of tobacco control strategies and promot-
ing women’s leadership, which is essential to success;

• Monitoring the media to ensure accurate and balanced
images of tobacco in reporting on women’s health issues;

• Investing in overall education of women and girls 
as a mechanism for development of skills, empower-
ment and for improving their capacity to fight tobacco;

• Increasing public funding for counter-advertising that
disconnects women’s liberation and tobacco use and
that reaches women and girls in all cultural contexts;

• Increasing public funding for research and advocacy on
women and girls and tobacco; 

• Improving dissemination of research results to the gen-
eral public; 

• Upholding the principle of women and children’s right
to health as a basic human right.

The Kobe Declaration a

a WHO, “Making a difference to tobacco and health: avoid-
ing the tobacco epidemic in women and youth”, report
submitted to the International Conference on Tobacco
and Health, Kobe, Japan, 14–18 November 1999
(WHO/NCD/TFI/KOBE/99.6).



Tuberculosis a leading cause of death
among young women worldwide
Tuberculosis is among the 10 leading causes of death
for both women and men, and its incidence has risen
over the last three decades. In 1993, WHO declared
tuberculosis a global emergency.85 Tuberculosis
accounted for 1.5 million deaths in 1998—600,000
women and almost 900,000 men. In the same year,
there were an estimated 7.4 million new cases world-
wide. The majority of these cases and deaths were in
Asia. Worldwide, women account for 40 per cent of
deaths from tuberculosis.

Tuberculosis disproportionately affects poorer and
younger people. WHO estimates that it causes 25 per
cent of preventable deaths among young people in
developing countries, and that it is a leading cause of
death among young women worldwide. Investigators
and policy makers increasingly recognize gender-rele-
vant factors—such as gender-based differences in
access to care and different treatment outcomes in
women and men—as key variables to study for pre-
venting and controlling the spread of the disease.86

Women and men infected with tuberculosis may
later develop the disease. Patterns of infection and
progress to disease, however, vary by age and between
sexes. At young ages, the prevalence of infection is
similar for girls and boys. After age 15, infection
prevalence rates are higher among men. However,
recent studies have indicated that the progression
from infection to disease may be faster for women
than for men during the reproductive years. Fatality
rates may also be higher for women at younger ages
(young to middle-aged).87

Health consequences of tobacco use 
may be worse for women than for men
Four million deaths each year are linked to tobacco
use, a figure that is expected to rise to about 10 mil-
lion by 2030. Smoking is expected to cause about
one in three of all deaths to adults in 2020 (up from
one in six in 1990), and 70 per cent of these deaths
are expected to be in developing regions.88 Men
account for the vast majority of smokers and deaths
due to smoking.89 However, women are not spared
from the health consequences of tobacco use. In
almost all countries, female deaths due to tobacco
use are also increasing.90

WHO estimates that of all adults in the world, one
third—1.1 billion people—are smokers. Overall,
women account for roughly one in five of the world’s
smokers, and it is estimated that the number of
women smokers will triple over the next generation.
In addition, women and children comprise the major-
ity of “involuntary smokers” (those who often suffer

diseases and conditions related to second-hand
smoke). Women also comprise a growing population
of “smokeless tobacco” users. In parts of Southern
Asia, for example, 10 to 50 per cent of women of
reproductive age are users of chewing tobacco, with its
attendant health risks.91

Smoking among women is most prevalent in the
developed regions—on average, 26 per cent of all women
in Western Europe smoke, as do 22 per cent of all women
in Eastern Europe and the developed regions outside
Europe (chart 3.15). Prevalence rates among women of 30
per cent or higher are reported in the Czech Republic,
Denmark, Fiji, Israel, Norway and the Russian
Federation (chart 3.16). Some countries in Latin America
and the Caribbean have almost as many women smok-
ers, proportionately, as the developed regions.

In developed and developing regions alike, tobacco
use is increasing rapidly among women, especially
young women. This is particularly true in Denmark,
Germany and the United States, where more women
aged 14 to 19 now smoke. Similarly, in some countries
of Asia, there is an increase in smoking among women
aged 18 to 24, even though there is an overall decrease
in smoking.92

In Asia and Africa, prevalence rates are considerably
lower for women than for men. In these regions, smok-
ing prevalence among women is, on average, less than 10
per cent. In Sri Lanka, for example, where smoking
prevalence among women is among the world’s low-
est—1 per cent—tobacco companies are reported to use
advertising and promotional strategies to reach women,
including sponsoring events that attract women and
hiring promoters to distribute free cigarettes.93

Diseases most often linked to tobacco use, especial-
ly in countries with long-term tobacco use, include
lung cancer (90 per cent of all cases); other types of
cancer (15 to 20 per cent of all cases); chronic lung
diseases, including bronchitis and emphysema (75 per
cent); and cardiovascular diseases for women and
men aged 35 to 69 (25 per cent).94

During the last few years, evidence has mounted
that the health consequences of smoking may be
worse for women than for men. For instance, women
develop lung cancer earlier than men despite starting
to smoke later and smoking less. Smoking is also
linked to premature menopause and osteoporosis, and
to an increased risk of cervical cancer. 95

A clear and widely studied relationship also exists
between smoking during pregnancy and many prenatal
and neonatal complications. For example, smoking has
been associated with a higher risk of ectopic pregnancy
and spontaneous abortion. Women who smoke or who
are exposed to second-hand smoke may, in addition, be
more likely than non-smokers to have low-birth-weight
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Latin America 
and the Caribbean

Brazil a 25 40
Cuba 25 49
Chile 25 38
Uruguay 27 41

Asia and Oceania

Fiji a 31 59
Israel a 30 45
Papua New Guinea 28 46

Eastern Europe

Hungary a 27 40
Poland 29 51
Russian Federation 30 67
Czech Republic 31 43
Slovakia 26 43

Western Europe 
and other 
developed regions

Austria 27 42
Canada 29 31
Denmark 37 37
France 27 40
Greece 28 46
Iceland 28 31
Ireland 28 29
Italy 26 38
Luxembourg 26 32
Netherlands 29 36
Norway 36 36
Spain 25 48
Switzerland 26 36
United Kingdom 26 28

Source: Women’s Indicators and
Statistics Database (Wistat), 
Version 4, CD-ROM (United Nations
publication, Sales No. E.00.XVII.4).
a Data for this country refer to

1988/ 1989.

W M

Chart 3.16:

In many countries, 
25 per cent or more 
of women smoke
Adult smoking prevalence (%),
1990/1994



children. A study in India found that pregnant women
who smoked were three times more likely to have low-
weight births than were non-smokers.96 

Gender roles and relations affect exposure
to tropical diseases and access to treatment
Tropical diseases are a major cause of disability and
death in many developing countries.97 Malaria alone,
with 273 million cases reported worldwide in 1998,
accounted for 1.1 million deaths—87 per cent in Africa.
Taken together, other tropical diseases were responsible
for over 100,000 deaths—58,000 men and 48,000
women—all in developing countries. Among these
tropical diseases are: leprosy; schistosomiasis (snail
fever), which is endemic in 74 countries and affects 200
million people each year; lymphatic filariasis (elephan-
tiasis), which affects over 120 million people in 73
countries; onchocerciasis (river blindness); African try-
panosomiasis (sleeping sickness); trachoma, which has
already affected some 152 million persons worldwide,
of whom six million have been irreversibly blinded;
Chagas’ disease, a fatal disease affecting some 16 to 18
million people in 21 countries of Latin America; and
leishmaniasis (kala azar or oriental sore).

WHO reports that sleeping sickness, after being
almost eradicated, has reappeared, especially in
Central Africa, where reported cases have more than
doubled over the last few years. In contrast, the global
prevalence of leprosy was reduced from 5.4 million
reported cases in 1985 to 900,000 cases in 1997. Most
cases today are in South-eastern Asia.

Although tropical diseases affect women and men
alike, research has found that gender roles and rela-
tions affect exposure to disease and infection and
influence access to health-care and prevention pro-
grammes. For example, a recent study in Nigeria found
that the prevalence of schistosomiasis peaks at age 15,
when young women are most likely to be engaged in
water-related tasks in agriculture and domestic work.

Women’s limited access to health services has been
associated with their restricted mobility, lower level of
education, lack of financial independence, limited
access to information and transportation, and even to
their husbands’ refusal to grant them permission to
seek medical attention. In cases of disfiguring diseases,
including leprosy, filariasis, onchodermatitis and
leishmaniasis, women may also delay or never seek the
medical care they need due to the social stigma and
shame attached to these diseases.98

Tropical diseases have additional health conse-
quences for women. Malaria, for instance, is an
important indirect cause of maternal mortality, spon-
taneous abortion and stillbirth, and may contribute to
the development of chronic anaemia. Genital schisto-

somiasis in women has been associated with infertili-
ty, spontaneous abortion, pre-term delivery and
ectopic pregnancy, a life-threatening condition for
women, particularly in developing regions.

THE HEALTH OF 
AN AGEING POPULATION
WHO has drawn the attention of policy makers to the
quality of life of older people, particularly the effects
of non-communicable diseases and their associated
disabilities on quality of life. WHO has stressed that
increased longevity without quality of life is an empty
prize—that health expectancy is more important than
life expectancy.99 The Jakarta Declaration on Leading
Health Promotion into the Twenty-first Century reaf-
firmed that the ultimate goal is to increase health
expectancy and to narrow the gap in health expectan-
cies between countries and groups.100

In most countries, life expectancy at age 60 is
increasing for both women and men. According to
estimates, women who reach age 60 can now expect to
live an additional 20 years, while men can expect to
live an additional 17 years. By 2020, these figures are
expected to increase by another two years.101

Life expectancy at age 60 is highest in the devel-
oped countries outside Europe (24 years for women
and 20 for men) and in Western Europe (23 years for
women and 19 for men). Corresponding values for
sub-Saharan Africa are 16 years for women and 14
years for men, and for Southern Asia, 17 years for
women and 16 years for men (chart 3.17).

Women can expect to live two to four years longer
than men in all regions of the world, except in Southern
Asia, where women live one year longer. Globally, life
expectancy at age 60 ranges from 12 years for men in
Sierra Leone and four other African countries to 25
years for women in Japan (table 3.A). 

Years of added life expectancy 
spent in good health or disability?

The number of years that women and men live after
age 60 may be years spent in health, years spent with
disabilities and/or impairments, or a combination of
both. Given the scarcity of data on health and disabili-
ty status of older populations, it is impossible to predict
which of these alternatives will occur and in what pro-
portions. Moreover, studies use different collection
methods, different definitions (e.g., for “good health”,
“quality of life” and “disability”) and often the data can-
not be compared across countries and/or over time.
However, a number of ongoing efforts should lead to
improvements in the availability and the quality of the
data and indicators, and thereby to improvements in
our understanding of the health of ageing populations.
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Africa

Northern Africa 18 16
Sub-Saharan Africa 16 14

Latin America 
and the Caribbean

Caribbean 22 19
Central America 21 19
South America 20 17

Asia

Eastern Asia 21 17
South-eastern Asia 18 16
Southern Asia 17 16
Central Asia 20 16
Western Asia 20 17

Oceania 19 16

Developed regions

Eastern Europe 20 16
Western Europe 23 19
Other developed regions 24 20

Source: Prepared by the Statistics
Division of the United Nations
Secretariat from Population Division
of the United Nations Secretariat,
World Population Prospects: The
1998 Revision, “Supplementary tabu-
lation, mortality indicators for older
persons”, data set in digital form.
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Chart 3.17:

Women’s life expectancy 
at age 60 exceeds 
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Research based on the United States Health
Interview surveys show that most years of increased
life expectancy after age 60 were spent “without dis-
ability” in the 1980s, in contrast to almost all years in
increased life expectancy spent “with disability” in the
1970s. While this outcome holds true for women and
men, the increases in both total life expectancy and in
life expectancy without disability were larger for men
than for women.102 

In Spain, results based on national surveys on self-
assessed health status show that years spent in good
health increased between 1986 and 1995 for both
women and men. However, in 1995, women aged 65
or over were expected to live 12 years in “bad” rather
than in “good” health, in contrast to men who were
expected to live 9 years in bad health.103 

REVES, an international network of researchers,104

has compiled, for a number of countries, relevant data
to estimate “health expectancy”, which is defined as life
expectancy in good health (i.e., the average number of
years that an individual can expect to live without a
long-term debilitating illness or without restrictions in
the activities of daily living).105

Although currently available data cannot be used
for rigorous cross-country comparisons, they can be
used to ascertain the number of years spent in good
health versus the number of years spent in disability.
The data generally suggest that women’s longer life
expectancy relative to men extends both to years spent
in good health and to years spent in disability.

Estimates of an indicator of health expectancy are
available for women and men aged 65 or over in eight
developing countries (six in Asia and two in North
Africa). The indicator used, “independent life
expectancy”, refers to the average number of years an
individual is expected to live without restrictions in
the activities of daily living (including eating, caring
for one’s own well-being, shopping, cooking etc.). In
those countries, women are expected to have 10 to 14

years of “independent” life after age 65, while men are
expected to have 10 to 12 years.

REVES has also prepared estimates using another
indicator of health expectancy for a few developed
countries where data are available for two points in
time. “Handicap-free life expectancy” refers to the
average number of years an individual is expected to
live without limitations that would prevent the fulfill-
ment of an individual’s social relationships and the
enjoyment of economic self-sufficiency. In a few stud-
ies using this indicator in the 1980s and 1990s, older
women not only had longer life expectancy than older
men but they also enjoyed one to six more handicap-
free years. However, given women’s longer life
expectancy, women generally spent from one to five
years more than men with one or more handicaps. For
most of the countries studied, older women spent
more years with disability than older men. Studies
suggest that the greater number of years lived with
disability by women relative to men results from their
higher survival rate after developing these disabilities.

By 2020, women over age 65 are estimated to
account for 10 per cent of the world’s women (22 per
cent in developed regions); older men will be about 8
per cent of the world’s men (16 per cent in developed
regions). As a consequence, it is expected that even
more women than men will live in poor health or with
disability. If life expectancies continue to increase and
disability rates also increase with age, disability preva-
lence rates are also likely to increase.

Social welfare and health-care policies and pro-
grammes must take this information into account,
especially in those regions where the population of
older people is growing rapidly and where many older
people are living with disabilities. However, policy
makers should also consider best ways to provide serv-
ices to the growing numbers of older women and men
who remain healthy late into life and who maintain
active, independent and productive lives. ■
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Country or area

People with HIV/AIDS at 
the end of 1997

Estimated 
number a

(thousands)

% women
among 
adults

Infant mortality rate
(per 1000 live births),

1995–2000

Girls Boys

Life expectancy 
at age 60, 

1995–2000

W M

Life expectancy 
at birth, 

1995–2000

W M

% pregnant
women who

received
prenatal 

careb, 1996

Maternal
mort. ratio,

(per 100,000
live births),
1980 / 1998

% deliveries
attended
by skilled
attendant,

1996

Table 3.A:

Health

Africa

Algeria 70 68 18 17 39 48 .. .. 58 77 220

Angola 48 45 15 14 115 134 110 52 25 17 ..

Benin 55 52 17 15 81 94 54 50 60 38 500

Botswana 48 46 15 13 55 62 190 49 92 77 330

Burkina Faso 45 44 15 13 96 102 370 49 59 43 ..

Burundi 44 41 14 13 112 125 260 50 88 24 ..

Cameroon 56 53 17 16 70 78 320 48 73 58 430

Cape Verde 71 66 20 17 52 59 .. .. 99 .. 55

Central African Republic 47 43 15 14 88 108 180 50 67 46 1100

Chad 49 46 16 14 105 119 87 51 30 15 830

Comoros 60 57 16 15 70 82 .. .. 69 24 500

Congo 51 46 16 14 78 100 100 49 55 50 ..

Côte d’Ivoire 47 46 15 14 82 92 700 49 83 45 600

Dem. Rep. of the Congo 52 49 16 15 84 96 950 50 66 .. ..

Djibouti 52 49 16 15 98 114 33 50 76 79 ..

Egypt 68 65 17 15 47 53 .. 10 53 46 170

Equatorial Guinea 52 48 16 15 99 116 2 48 37 5 ..

Eritrea 52 49 16 14 86 97 .. .. 19 6 1000

Ethiopia 44 42 15 14 109 121 2 600 48 20 8 ..

Gabon 54 51 16 15 82 93 23 50 86 80 600

Gambia 49 45 15 14 112 131 13 48 91 44 ..

Ghana 62 58 18 16 60 71 210 50 86 44 210

Guinea 47 46 15 14 120 128 74 50 59 31 670

Guinea-Bissau 46 44 15 14 123 138 12 52 50 .. 910

Kenya 53 51 17 15 64 67 1 600 49 95 45 590

Lesotho 57 55 17 16 91 95 85 50 91 50 ..

Liberia 49 46 15 13 109 123 44 50 83 58 ..

Libyan Arab Jamahiriya 72 68 19 16 27 28 .. .. 100 76 75

Madagascar 59 56 16 15 76 89 9 50 78 57 490

Malawi 40 39 14 13 136 140 710 49 90 55 620

Mali 55 52 21 20 111 124 89 50 25 24 580

Mauritania 55 52 16 15 85 99 6 49 49 40 550

Mauritius 75 68 20 16 12 19 .. .. 99 97 50

Morocco 69 65 18 16 46 56 .. .. 45 40 230

Mozambique 47 44 15 14 107 120 1 200 48 54 30 1100

Namibia 53 52 16 16 64 67 150 50 88 68 230

Niger 50 47 16 14 106 124 65 51 30 15 590

Nigeria 52 49 16 15 77 85 2 300 50 60 31 ..

Reunion 80 71 23 17 8 10 .. .. 95 97 ..

Rwanda 42 39 14 13 117 131 370 49 94 26 ..

Sao Tome and Principe .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Senegal 54 51 14 12 59 67 75 50 74 47 560

Seychelles .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Sierra Leone 39 36 14 12 160 179 68 50 30 25 ..
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Table 3.A (cont’d):

Health

Africa (cont’d)

Somalia 49 45 15 14 113 131 .. .. 40 2 ..

South Africa 58 52 16 12 51 67 2 900 50 89 82 ..

Sudan 56 54 16 15 65 77 .. .. 54 86 550

Swaziland 63 58 18 16 58 73 84 51 70 56 230

Togo 50 48 16 14 78 89 170 51 43 32 480

Tunisia 71 68 18 17 29 32 .. .. 71 90 70

Uganda 40 39 13 12 101 112 930 49 87 38 510

United Rep. of Tanzania 49 47 15 14 77 86 1 400 49 92 44 530

Western Sahara 63 60 17 15 58 70 .. .. .. .. ..

Zambia 41 40 13 12 81 84 770 51 92 51 650

Zimbabwe 45 44 14 13 65 73 1 500 51 93 69 400

Latin America
and the Caribbean

Antigua and Barbuda .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 150

Argentina 77 70 21 17 19 25 120 18 .. 96 38

Aruba .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Bahamas 77 71 22 19 13 18 6 34 100 100 ..

Barbados 79 74 23 19 13 12 4 33 98 98 0

Belize 76 73 22 20 28 30 2 25 96 77 140

Bolivia 63 60 17 16 61 70 3 14 52 46 390

Brazil 71 63 19 16 36 48 580 23 74 73 160

Chile 78 72 22 19 12 14 16 18 91 98 23

Colombia 74 67 21 18 26 34 72 15 83 85 80

Costa Rica 79 74 22 19 11 14 10 26 95 97 29

Cuba 78 74 22 20 7 11 1 32 100 99 27

Dominica .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 65

Dominican Republic 73 69 20 18 29 38 83 33 97 90 230

Ecuador 73 67 21 19 40 51 18 14 75 64 160

El Salvador 73 67 21 18 29 35 18 24 69 87 160

French Guyana .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Grenada .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 0

Guadeloupe 81 74 24 20 7 10 .. .. .. .. ..

Guatemala 67 61 18 17 41 50 27 25 53 35 190

Guyana 68 61 18 16 48 67 10 33 95 93 190

Haiti 56 51 15 14 63 73 190 34 68 20 ..

Honduras 72 68 21 19 30 40 43 24 73 47 220

Jamaica 77 73 22 20 20 23 14 31 98 92 120

Martinique 82 76 25 21 6 8 .. .. .. .. ..

Mexico 76 70 22 19 29 33 180 12 71 69 48

Netherlands Antilles 78 73 22 18 11 17 .. .. 95 95 ..

Nicaragua 71 66 20 18 38 49 4 24 71 61 150

Panama 76 72 21 19 20 23 9 25 72 84 85

Paraguay 72 68 19 17 34 44 3 18 83 66 190

Peru 71 66 20 18 40 50 72 15 64 53 270
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Country or area

People with HIV/AIDS at 
the end of 1997

Estimated 
number a

(thousands)

% women
among 
adults

Infant mortality rate
(per 1000 live births),

1995–2000

Girls

Life expectancy 
at age 60, 

1995–2000

W M Boys

Life expectancy 
at birth, 

1995–2000

W M

% pregnant
women who

received
prenatal 

careb, 1996

Maternal
mort. ratio,

(per 100,000
live births),
1980 / 1998

% deliveries
attended
by skilled
attendant,

1996

Table 3.A (cont’d):

Health

Latin America 
and the Caribbean (cont’d)

Puerto Rico 79 69 23 19 11 13 .. .. 99 99 ..

Saint Kitts and Nevis .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 130

Saint Lucia .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 30

St. Vincent/Grenadines .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 43

Suriname 73 68 19 17 24 34 3 33 100 91 110

Trinidad and Tobago 76 72 21 18 11 18 7 33 98 98 ..

Uruguay 78 70 22 18 14 21 5 17 80 96 21

US Virgin Islands .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Venezuela 76 70 21 18 18 24 82 15 74 97 65

Asia

Afghanistan 46 45 14 14 146 156 .. .. 8 8 ..

Armenia 74 67 20 16 23 28 <1 .. 95 95 35

Azerbaijan 74 66 21 17 31 41 <1 .. 95 95 37

Bahrain 75 71 20 17 15 18 .. .. 96 94 46

Bangladesh 58 58 16 15 79 78 21 15 23 14 440

Bhutan 62 60 18 17 59 66 .. .. 51 12 380

Brunei Darussalam 78 73 21 18 10 9 .. .. 100 98 0

Cambodia 55 52 16 14 97 108 130 50 52 21 470

Chinac 72 68 19 16 48 35 400 12 79 85 65

Hong Kong SAR 81 76 24 20 5 6 3 39 100 100 ..

Macao SAR 80 75 23 19 9 10 .. .. .. .. ..

Cyprus 80 76 23 20 8 9 .. .. 100 98 0

Dem. People’s Rep. of Korea 75 69 20 16 21 22 .. .. 100 100 110

East Timor 48 47 15 13 127 142 .. .. .. .. ..

Georgia 77 69 21 17 16 23 <1 .. 95 95 70

India 63 62 17 16 78 67 4 100 24 62 35 410

Indonesia 67 63 17 16 43 54 52 25 82 36 450

Iran (Islamic Rep. of) 70 69 19 18 35 35 .. .. 62 74 37

Iraq 64 61 19 17 94 97 .. .. 59 54 ..

Israel 80 76 23 20 8 9 .. .. 90 99 5

Jordan 72 69 19 17 26 27 .. .. 80 87 41

Kazakhstan 72 63 20 15 30 39 3 .. 92 99 70

Kuwait 78 74 22 18 12 13 .. .. 99 99 5

Kyrgyzstan 72 63 20 16 35 45 <1 .. 90 95 65

Lao People’s Dem. Rep. 55 52 16 15 88 99 1 52 25 30 650

Lebanon 72 68 18 17 25 33 .. .. 85 45 100

Malaysia 74 70 19 17 10 13 68 20 90 98 39

Maldives 63 66 17 16 58 43 .. .. 95 90 350

Mongolia 67 64 18 16 51 51 <1 .. 90 97 150

Myanmar 62 59 16 15 72 85 440 21 80 52 230

Nepal 57 58 16 15 84 81 26 40 15 8 540

Occupied Palestinian Territory d 73 69 19 17 20 28 .. .. .. .. ..

Oman 73 69 19 17 20 30 .. .. 98 92 19
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Country or area
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number a
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% women
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adults

Infant mortality rate
(per 1000 live births),

1995–2000

Girls Boys

Life expectancy 
at age 60, 

1995–2000

W M

Life expectancy 
at birth, 
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W M

% pregnant
women who

received
prenatal 

careb, 1996

Maternal
mort. ratio,

(per 100,000
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% deliveries
attended
by skilled
attendant,

1996
Asia (cont’d)

Pakistan 65 63 18 17 73 75 64 19 27 18 ..

Philippines 70 67 18 16 31 40 24 30 83 53 170

Qatar 75 70 19 17 14 20 .. .. 100 97 10

Republic of Korea 76 69 20 16 10 10 3 13 96 95 20

Saudi Arabia 73 70 19 17 20 26 .. .. 87 90 ..

Singapore 79 75 22 19 5 5 3 20 100 100 6

Sri Lanka 75 71 20 18 16 19 7 30 100 94 60

Syrian Arab Republic 71 67 18 16 27 39 .. .. 33 67 110

Tajikistan 70 64 21 17 50 63 <1 .. 90 92 65

Thailand 72 66 21 18 27 30 780 38 77 71 44

Turkey 72 67 19 17 39 51 .. .. 62 76 130

Turkmenistan 69 62 19 15 49 61 <1 .. 90 90 110

United Arab Emirates 77 74 20 18 15 17 .. .. 95 96 3

Uzbekistan 71 64 20 17 39 49 <1 .. 90 90 21

Viet Nam 70 65 20 16 38 38 88 20 78 79 160

Yemen 58 57 16 15 78 82 .. .. 26 16 350

Oceania

American Samoa .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Fiji 75 71 19 17 15 24 <1 <1 100 100 38

French Polynesia 75 69 19 16 10 11 .. .. 95 98 ..

Guam 77 73 22 19 11 9 .. .. 97 100 ..

Kiribati .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Marshall Islands .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Micronesia (Fed. States of) .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

New Caledonia 76 69 21 16 10 11 .. .. 98 98 ..

Palau .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Papua New Guinea 59 57 15 13 64 59 5 50 70 33 370

Samoa 74 69 20 16 24 21 .. .. 52 52 ..

Solomon Islands 74 70 19 17 18 27 .. .. 71 85 550

Tonga .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Vanuatu 70 66 18 16 33 44 .. .. 90 79 ..

Developed regions

Albania 76 70 21 17 27 33 <1 .. .. .. ..

Andorra .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Australia 81 76 .. .. 5 6 11 5 .. .. ..

Austria 80 74 23 19 5 7 8 19 .. .. ..

Belarus 74 62 20 15 16 29 9 .. .. .. 22

Belgium 81 74 24 18 6 8 8 36 .. .. ..

Bermuda .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Bosnia and Herzegovina 76 71 20 17 13 17 .. .. .. .. 10

Bulgaria 75 68 19 16 14 20 .. .. .. .. 15

Canada 82 76 25 20 5 7 44 13 .. .. ..

Croatia 77 69 20 16 9 11 .. .. .. .. 12

Table 3.A (cont’d):

Health



Country or area

People with HIV/AIDS at 
the end of 1997

Estimated 
number a

(thousands)

% women
among 
adults

Infant mortality rate
(per 1000 live births),

1995–2000

Girls

Life expectancy 
at age 60, 

1995–2000

W M Boys

Life expectancy 
at birth, 

1995–2000

W M

% pregnant
women who

received
prenatal 

careb, 1996

Maternal
mort. ratio,

(per 100,000
live births),
1980 / 1998

% deliveries
attended
by skilled
attendant,

1996
Developed regions (cont’d)

Czech Republic 77 70 21 16 5 7 2 .. .. .. 9

Denmark 78 73 22 18 6 8 3 25 .. .. 10

Estonia 75 63 20 15 13 25 <1 .. .. .. 50

Finland 81 73 23 18 5 6 1 20 .. .. 6

France 82 74 25 20 6 7 110 .. .. .. 10

Germany 80 74 23 19 5 6 35 19 .. .. 8

Greece 81 76 23 20 7 8 8 .. .. .. 1

Hungary 75 67 20 15 9 11 2 .. .. .. 15

Iceland 81 77 24 20 5 5 <1 .. .. .. ..

Ireland 79 74 22 18 6 8 2 .. .. .. 6

Italy 81 75 24 19 7 7 90 30 .. .. 7

Japan 83 77 25 21 4 5 7 6 .. .. 8

Latvia 74 62 20 14 13 23 <1 .. .. .. 45

Liechtenstein .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Lithuania 76 64 21 16 17 24 <1 .. .. .. 18

Luxembourg 80 73 23 18 7 8 <1 <1 .. .. 0

Malta 79 75 22 19 7 9 <1 .. .. .. ..

Monaco .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Netherlands 81 75 24 19 5 6 14 .. .. .. 7

New Zealand 80 74 23 19 7 7 1 15 .. .. 15

Norway 81 75 24 19 4 5 1 .. .. .. 6

Poland 77 68 21 16 13 17 12 .. .. .. 8

Portugal 79 72 22 18 8 10 35 19 .. .. 8

Republic of Moldova 72 64 18 15 23 34 3 .. .. .. 42

Romania 74 66 19 16 18 27 5 .. .. .. 41

Russian Federation 73 61 19 14 15 20 40 .. .. .. 50

San Marino .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Slovakia 77 69 21 16 10 12 <1 .. .. .. 9

Slovenia 78 71 22 17 6 7 <1 .. .. .. 11

Spain 82 75 24 20 6 7 120 21 .. .. 6

Sweden 81 76 24 20 5 6 3 24 .. .. 5

Switzerland 82 75 25 20 5 6 12 34 .. .. 5

The FYR of Macedonia 75 71 20 17 22 25 <1 .. .. .. 11

Ukraine 74 64 19 15 16 23 110 .. .. .. 25

United Kingdom 80 75 23 19 6 8 25 .. .. .. 7

United States 80 73 24 19 6 8 820 20 .. .. 8

Yugoslavia 76 70 20 17 16 20 .. .. .. .. 10

Table 3.A (cont’d):

Health

Sources: For life expectancy at birth: Women’s Indicators
and Statistics Database (Wistat), Version 4, CD-ROM
(United Nations publication, Sales No. E.00.XVII.4), based
on Population Division of the United Nations Secretariat,
World Population Prospects: The 1998 Revision, vol. I,
Comprehensive Tables (United Nations publication, Sales
No. E.99.XIII.9); for life expectancy at age 60: World
Population Prospects: The 1998 Revision, “Supplementary
tabulation: mortality indicators for older persons”, data
set in digital form; for infant mortality rate: prepared by the
Statistics Division of the United Nations Secretariat from
World Population Prospects: The 1998 Revision, “Supple-

mentary tabulation: survivors to exact ages, 1990-2050”,
data set in digital form (POP/DB/WPP/Rev.1998/9); for
people living with HIV/AIDS: Wistat, Version 4, CD-ROM,
based on UNAIDS and WHO, Report on the Global
HIV/AIDS Epidemic, June 1998 (WHO, 1998); for 
prenatal care and deliveries by skilled attendant: 
Wistat, Version 4, CD-ROM, based on WHO, “Coverage of
maternity care: a listing of available information”, fourth
edition, 1996 (WHO/RHT/MSM/96.28); for maternal mor-
tality ratio: United Nations Children’s Fund, The State of
the World’s Children 2000 (New York, Oxford University
Press, 2000).

Note: Two dots (..) indicate that data are not available or
are not reported separately.
a Adults and children.
b Percentage of women attended at least once during preg-

nancy by skilled health personnel for reasons related to
pregnancy.

c For statistical purposes, the data for China do not
include Hong Kong SAR and Macao SAR.

d Data refer to the Gaza Strip only.
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Table 3.A presents statistics and indicators on health, includ-
ing life expectancy at birth and at age 60, infant mortality
rate, estimated number of people living with HIV/AIDS and the
percentage of women among them, percentage of pregnant
women receiving prenatal care, percentage of deliveries
attended by a skilled attendant and maternal mortality ratio.

Life expectancy at birth is an overall estimate of the expected
average number of years to be lived by a female or male new-
born. Life expectancy at age 60 is the additional number of
years expected to be lived by a woman or man who has sur-
vived to age 60.  These indicators are obtained from the esti-
mates and projections prepared every two years by the
Population Division of the United Nations Secretariat.  For
many developing countries that lack complete and reliable
statistics on births and deaths based on vital registration, var-
ious estimation techniques are used to calculate life expectan-
cy using other sources of data, mainly population censuses
and demographic surveys.  Life expectancy at birth by sex
gives a statistical summary of current differences in male and
female mortality across all ages. However, trends and differen-
tials in infant and child mortality rates are the predominant
influence on trends and differentials in life expectancy at birth
in most developing countries.

Infant mortality rate is the total number of deaths in a given
year of female or male children less than one year of age,
divided by the total number of female or male live births in
the same year, multiplied by 1,000. It is an approximation of
the number of deaths per 1,000 children born alive who die
within one year of birth.  This series is calculated from esti-
mates and projections of the number of survivors at exact
age 1 by sex prepared by the Population Division, based on a
review of all available national sources. In most developing
countries, where civil registration data are deficient, the most
reliable sources are demographic surveys of households.
Where these are not available, other sources and general esti-
mates are made, which are necessarily of limited reliability. 

The estimated number of people living with HIV/AIDS and the
percentage of women among adults living with HIV/AIDS are
obtained from a report prepared by UNAIDS and WHO in 1998.
The data provided are summarized from the individual coun-
try 1997 epidemiological fact sheets, which are the collabora-
tive efforts of UNAIDS, WHO and national AIDS programmes
or other national authorities.

The estimated number of people living with HIV/AIDS includes
all adults aged 15–49 and children under 15 infected with HIV,
whether or not they have developed symptoms of AIDS, alive
at the end of 1997. Percentage of women among those living
with HIV/AIDS is calculated only for adults aged 15–49. 

Table 3.A includes two basic indicators of maternity care dur-
ing pregnancy and delivery: percentage of pregnant women
receiving prenatal care and percentage of deliveries attended
by a skilled attendant. The latter has been widely found to be a
sensitive indicator in developing countries of access to mater-
nal health services, which are essential to the survival and

health of mothers and infants. Both indicators are estimated by
WHO from a variety of national sources and are included in the
Women’s Indicators and Statistics Database (Wistat).

Pregnant women receiving prenatal care refers to women
attended at least once during pregnancy by skilled health per-
sonnel for reasons related to pregnancy. Number of live births,
as a proxy for the total number of pregnancies, is used as the
denominator in calculating the percentage of pregnant women
receiving prenatal care. The percentage of deliveries attended
by a skilled attendant is based on deliveries attended by skilled
health personnel, irrespective of outcome (live birth or foetal
death). Skilled attendant at delivery includes doctors (specialist
or non-specialist) and/or persons with midwifery skills who can
diagnose and manage obstetrical complications as well as nor-
mal deliveries. It excludes the category trained traditional birth
attendant, even if the attendant has undergone extensive train-
ing and is subsequently integrated in the formal health-care
system. The number of live births, as a proxy for the total num-
ber of pregnancies, is used as the denominator in calculating
the percentage of deliveries attended by a skilled attendant.

Reliable national data on coverage of maternity care are not
always available. Systematic national data-collection systems are
often inadequate or absent. Estimates therefore rely on multiple
sources, such as community-based studies, demographic and
health surveys and other reports. The accuracy and precision of
estimates depend upon the quality of the data on which they are
based. Given the absence of standardized reporting systems,
estimates given in this table should be interpreted with caution
and viewed as indicating approximate orders of magnitude of
coverage rather than precise figures. The estimates pertain to a
period of time, rather than to a specific point in time.
Furthermore, these estimates of maternity care do not take into
account variation in the quality or impact of care.

Maternal mortality ratio is defined as the number of maternal
deaths divided by the number of live births for a given year
and is expressed per 100,000 live births. Maternal deaths are
defined as those caused by deliveries and complications of
pregnancy, child-birth and the puerperium. However, the exact
definition varies from case to case and is not always clear in
the original source, particularly regarding the inclusion of
abortion-related deaths.

Maternal mortality ratio is compiled by the United Nations
Children’s Fund (UNICEF) and published annually in The State
of the World’s Children. Statistics on maternal mortality are
based on national civil registration or demographic survey
statistics on births and deaths calculated by national statisti-
cal services. The figures shown have not been adjusted for
under-reporting or misclassification of cause of death.
International comparability of maternal mortality statistics is
hampered by varying and often undetermined degrees of mis-
classification or under-reporting of maternal deaths and dif-
ferent methods of data collection. WHO observes that most
maternal deaths go unregistered in areas where maternal
mortality rates are highest.

Technical notes



GENDER EQUALITY 
AND ACCESS TO EDUCATION 

Access to primary and secondary 
education increasing
Enrolment in primary and secondary education has
increased in almost all regions of the world. In some
parts of the world, however, access to basic education
has either stagnated or declined due to war, economic
adjustments or cost shifting from government to fam-
ilies. This phenomenon dates back to the 1980s in
some countries, notably in sub-Saharan Africa, where
Governments have reduced spending on social servic-
es. It is a more recent phenomenon in many countries
that are in transition from communism to a market
economy. As these countries experience drastic reduc-
tions in government revenues, spending on education
has decreased, school fees have been introduced and
subsidies for school supplies and clothing have been
reduced. This raises the cost of education to the fami-
ly at the same time that family incomes are declining.
As a result, enrolment in primary and secondary edu-
cation has been decreasing for both girls and boys.
The quality of education, once generally high, also
seems to have declined, and inequality seems to be
emerging, particularly for poor families, children in
rural areas and ethnic minorities.1

In countries of the developed regions, excluding
Eastern Europe, enrolment is nearly universal at both
primary and secondary levels. The highest levels of
enrolment outside the developed regions are in South
America, the Caribbean2 and Southern Africa. In these
regions, more than 90 girls per 100 school-aged girls
are enrolled (chart 4.1).

Some important findings:
• The gender gap in primary and secondary schooling is closing but women still lag

behind men in some countries of Africa and Southern Asia. 

• Two thirds of the world’s 876 million illiterates are women, and the number of illiter-
ates is not expected to decrease significantly in the next twenty years. 

• Women have made significant gains in higher education enrolment in most regions of
the world; in some regions, women’s enrolment now equals or surpasses that of men.

• More women than men lack the basic literacy and computer skills needed to 
enter “new media” professions. 

• In many countries, women represent a rapidly increasing share of Internet users.

Education and communication

■ CHAPTER 4

In Eastern Europe, Central Asia and Eastern Asia,
most countries’ primary/secondary gross enrolment
ratios (see box on measuring education below) have declined
to 90 or lower. The declines in enrolment are signifi-
cant for both boys and girls in Central Asia and
Eastern Europe, and for boys alone in Eastern Asia. In
South-eastern Asia, Western Asia and Northern
Africa, ratios are in general above 70 for girls and
above 80 for boys. Enrolment ratios remain relatively
low in only a few countries in these regions (chart 4.2).

Large increases in enrolment in primary and sec-
ondary education have taken place in Southern Asia
and Africa, the regions with the lowest enrolment ratios
in 1980. Despite these gains, enrolment remains low in
most of the countries in these regions. Combined pri-
mary and secondary enrolment ratios are 47 for girls
and 59 for boys in sub-Saharan African (excluding
countries of Southern Africa), and 64 for girls and 77
for boys in Southern Asia. In Southern Asia, the region-
al average covers a wide spectrum: in Sri Lanka, for
example, the enrolment ratio is 90 for girls and 87 for
boys; in Afghanistan, it is 22 for girls and 49 for boys.

Closing the gender gap
Enrolment ratios have improved more for girls than
for boys in those regions where girls’ enrolment was
significantly lower than boys’ enrolment in the past—
Northern Africa, sub-Saharan Africa (excluding
Southern Africa), Southern Asia and Western Asia. As
a result, the gender gap is closing in these regions,
although it is still wide in many countries: in 22
African and 9 Asian countries, available data show
enrolment ratios for girls to be less than 80 per cent
those for boys (chart 4.2).

Levels of education

The United Nations Educational,
Scientific and Cultural
Organization (UNESCO) reports
enrolment by level of educa-
tion, based on the International
Standard Classification of
Education (ISCED). Data are
generally reported for three
levels: first-level (primary) 
education; second-level (sec-
ondary) education, including
lower and upper secondary 
levels; and third-level (higher) 
education, including education
not leading to a university
degree, education corresponding
to a university degree or equiva-
lent and education leading to 
a research or higher degree.

Official school ages are 
generally as follows: primary
education begins between ages 
5 and 7 and lasts about five to
six years; lower secondary 
education begins between ages
10 and 12 and lasts about three
years; upper secondary educa-
tion begins between ages 13
and 15 and lasts around three
to five years; higher education
begins between ages 17 and 
19 and lasts for at least three
or four years. 
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Source: Prepared by the Statistics
Division of the United Nations
Secretariat from Women’s Indicators
and Statistics Database (Wistat),
Version 4, CD-ROM (United Nations
publication, Sales No. E.00.XVII.4),
based on United Nations
Educational, Scientific and Cultural
Organization, Statistical Yearbook
(Paris, various years up to 1998).
a The average is based on only four

countries. 

Chart 4.1÷:  

Enrolment ratios have increased in most of the developing world
Combined primary/secondary gross enrolment ratio

Girls BoysBoys Girls Boys

1980

It should be noted, however, that the gender gap
is in favour of girls in certain regions. In South
America and the Caribbean, for example, enrolment
ratios for girls and boys, which were at the same lev-
els in the past, improved more for girls than for boys,
resulting in a gender gap now in favour of girls. In
Eastern Asia, while the enrolment ratio for girls
improved slightly, it declined for boys, resulting in an
advantage for girls. In Southern Africa, the wide gen-
der gap in favour of girls in the past still exists but
has narrowed because of a much larger improvement
in boys’ enrolment.

Almost a third of the world’s women live in
Southern Asia and sub-Saharan Africa, where the gen-
der gap in enrolment continues to be wide. The pop-
ulations of these two regions are among the world’s
fastest growing, suggesting that the absolute number
of illiterate women in these regions will continue to be
enormous (see the section below on illiteracy).

Less access for girls in rural areas
Girls are more likely than boys to suffer from limited
access to education in rural areas. Demographic and
Health Surveys (DHS) found that school attendance is

much lower in rural than urban areas in 34 of 38
countries studied, and the imbalance tends to be
much greater for girls. In the Niger, for instance, there
are 80 girls for every 100 boys in school in urban areas,
but only 41 girls per 100 boys in rural areas.3

These disparities reflect the unequal allocation of
services, personnel and funds between urban and
rural areas. They also reflect different demands on
children’s time—children are often kept away from
school to help on family farms or in other family busi-
nesses—and different perceptions by parents of the
value of education.

In addition, the distance that students must trav-
el to school in rural areas tends to affect the enrol-
ment of girls more than boys. Distance to school is a
crucial factor in determining girls’ attendance, espe-
cially in countries where families do not want girls
exposed to boys in classrooms and to men on the way
to and from school.4 Girls’ access to education is par-
ticularly low in Pakistan, for example, where schools
are sex-segregated starting at the primary level, and
where 21 per cent of girls in rural areas (compared to
only 9 per cent of boys) do not have a school within 1
kilometre of their homes.

The quality of school facilities also influences
enrolment levels. A study in Pakistan, for instance,
indicates that girls’ enrolment is positively influenced
by the extent to which teachers live in the communi-
ties and by the amenities available to girls in the
schools. Such factors appear to be less important for
boys, perhaps because they often have more school
choices and parents are less worried about sending
them away from home.5

Boys stay in school longer than girls
Many children drop out of school before acquiring
the necessary skills, which will enable them to contin-
ue to learn. In the developing countries, UNESCO
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Girls
Africa

Northern Africa 58 80 67 82 76 86

Southern Africa 7 7 66 94 87 99 95

Rest of sub-Saharan Africa 36 53 40 53 47 59

Latin America 
and the Caribbean

Caribbean 83 82 82 82 93 87

Central America 72 73 80 78 80 81  

South America 84 85 86 86 9 1 89

Asia

Eastern Asia 86 90 88 89 89 85

South-eastern Asia 7 1 76 75 79 77 82

Southern Asia 35 58 54 70 64a 77a

Central Asia 99 109 97 99 88 89

Western Asia 69 82 78 86 75 83

Oceania 63 68 76 77 75 78

Developed regions

Eastern Europe 96 97 91 90 90 89

Western Europe 93 93 100 100 1 1 0 108

Other developed regions 95 94 98 98 107 107

1990 1994/1996

Literacy

UNESCO defines a literate
person as one who can “with
understanding both read and

write a short simple statement
on [her or] his everyday life”,

and an illiterate person as 
one who cannot “with under-
standing both read and write 
a short simple statement on

[her or] his everyday life”. 

“Literacy rate refers in 
general to the proportion of

the population who are literate,
expressed as a percentage of
the corresponding population.
Illiteracy rate can be derived
either by subtracting the cor-
responding literacy rate from

100 per cent, or taking the per-
centage of illiterates within the

corresponding population”.

÷ In this and subsequent charts, regional and subregional
averages are unweighted (i.e., the averages do not take into
account the size of the individual countries’ populations)
and are based only upon available data for that region 
(see page xi for fuller explanation).



Source: Prepared by the Statistics Division of the United Nations
Secretariat from Women’s Indicators and Statistics Database
(Wistat), Version 4, CD-ROM (United Nations publication, Sales No.
E.00.XVII.4), based on national data as published in United Nations
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization, Statistical
Yearbook (Paris, various years up to 1998).

Note: Countries listed are those where more than 25 per cent of
women aged 15-24 are illiterate.

estimates that only 74 of 100 girls (and only 76 of 100
boys) enrolled at grade 1 reach grade 5. Barely half of
the children (52 per cent of girls and 59 per cent of
boys) enrolled at primary level in countries that
UNESCO classifies as “least developed” remain in
school after grade 4.6

UNESCO reports that boys stay in school longer
than girls in all regions except in the developed
regions and in Latin America and the Caribbean. The
reasons for leaving school differ for girls and boys, and
for primary and secondary levels.

It is often assumed that pregnancy causes young
women to leave school. However, in only one of 13
countries surveyed by DHS was “getting pregnant”
most cited as the reason for leaving secondary school.
In only five of those countries did more than 10 per
cent of young women give pregnancy as their reason
for leaving school. (In three of the countries, more
than 20 per cent gave this reason.) 7

At the primary level, girls in most countries fre-
quently cited the following reasons for leaving school:
“did not like school”, “did not pass exams”, “not able
to pay fees”, and “help needed in the family” (either on
the farm or in business or because the family needed
extra money).8 The first two reasons may be associat-
ed with the low quality of teaching and teaching facil-
ities, while the last two reasons may be linked to the
family’s financial situation. Girls’ motivation may also
be diminished when motherhood is the only role they
see for themselves, or when role models and adequate
curricula are lacking.

Illiteracy among women declining slowly
Nearly two thirds of the world’s 876 million illiterates
are women, according to UNESCO estimates.9 In vir-
tually every country where illiteracy is high, women are
more likely than men to be illiterate. Despite signifi-
cant gains in school enrolment, the number of illiter-
ates is projected to decline by only about 10 million by
2005.10 In some regions, the number of illiterate
women will still be growing. In sub-Saharan Africa and
Southern Asia, where many girls still do not go to
school and populations are growing fast, the number
of illiterate women is projected to rise from 87 to 91
million and from 256 to 285 million, respectively.

Improvements in school enrolment over the years
show up in the generally lower illiteracy rates among
younger adults. However, illiteracy rates are still high
in those parts of the world where many girls and
boys remain out of school or drop out too early to
acquire the necessary skills to function as literate
individuals. UNESCO estimates that in 2000, among
children in the official school-age group for the pri-
mary level, 88 million children are not enrolled;
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Northern Africa

Morocco 54 7 1

Sub-Saharan Africa

Benin 35 63
Burkina Faso 1 6 a 26a

Central African Republic 26 43
Chad 23 47
Côte d’Ivoire 38 58
Dem. Rep. of the Congo 4 1 62
Djibouti 22 3 1
Ethiopia 20 33
Gambia 46 62
Ghana 50 64
Guinea 20 4 1
Guinea-Bissau 27 a 50a

Mali 20 33
Mauritania 42 54
Mozambique 27 38
Niger 1 4 23
Nigeria 6 1 77

Source: Women’s Indicators and Statistics Database (Wistat),
Version 4, CD-ROM (United Nations publication, Sales No.
E.00.XVII.4), based on United Nations Educational, 
Scientific and Cultural Organization, Statistical Yearbook
(Paris, various years up to 1998).

Note: Countries listed are those where enrolment ratio for girls 
is 80 per cent less than that of boys.
a Refers to a year around 1990.

Chart 4.2: 

Girls still have less access to education than boys in many countries
Combined primary/secondary gross enrolment ratio, 1994/1996

WW M W M

Africa

Algeria 3 8 1 4
Benin 7 3 45
Burundi 5 2 40
Cameroon 2 9 1 5
Central African Republic 6 5 37
Côte d’Ivoire 6 2 40
Djibouti 6 2 38
Egypt 4 9 29
Malawi 5 1 30
Mali 8 1 62
Mauritania 6 2 43
Morocco                         5 4 29
Niger 9 0 75

Africa (cont’d)

Senegal 7 2 5 1
Sudan 4 1 22
Tunisia 2 8 7
Uganda 3 7 23
Zambia 2 8 20

Latin America

Guatemala 2 9 1 8

Asia

Nepal 6 7 32
Yemen 6 4 1 7

Chart 4.3:

In some countries illiteracy is high even among young people, 
and particularly among young women
Illiteracy rate, persons aged 15-24, 1990 census round

WW M W M

Sub-Saharan 
Africa (cont’d)

Senegal 37 48
Sierra Leone 29 a 43 a

Somalia 8 a 1 6 a

Togo 59 92

South-eastern Asia

Cambodia 68 86
Lao People’s Dem. Rep. 63 80

Southern Asia

Afghanistan 22 49
Bangladesh 38 a 49a

India 62 8 1
Nepal 53 a 94a

Pakistan 26 a 53a

Western Asia

Iraq 58 73
Yemen 34 90



and 14 per cent of men) and in Central America (16
per cent of women and 14 per cent of men). In other
parts of the world, the large majority of younger peo-
ple are literate, although a gender gap (with women
more likely than men to be illiterate) still persists even
where illiteracy rates are low. The Caribbean is the
most notable exception; at all ages, men are more like-
ly than women to be illiterate (chart 4.4).

UNESCO estimates of adult illiteracy show a clear
improvement over the past two decades (chart 4.5).12

three out of five of those are girls. The widest gender
gap is in Southern Asia, with 22 million girls and 13
million boys out of school.11

More than one in four women aged 15 to 24 are
illiterate in 21 of the countries for which data are
available from the 1990 round of censuses (chart 4.3).
On average, the highest percentages of illiterate young
women are in Africa (except Southern Africa)—over
40 per cent of African women aged 15 to 24. Illiteracy
is also high in Southern Asia (29 per cent of women
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Data on education come from one of three
sources: population censuses, household sur-

veys or records kept by education ministries. All
three sources present problems for measuring
education accurately. Censuses collect informa-
tion on educational participation and attainment
for the population, but they are usually conduct-
ed only once a decade and the results often do
not become available until many years later.
Household surveys are carried out more fre-
quently, but surveys that measure such particu-
lar topics as literacy are rare. Most often, data
available from international sources are derived
from the records of education ministries, where
record-keeping practices may differ.

Literacy
The ability to read is an ideal measure of educa-
tion, especially for assessing gender differences
and actual educational attainment. Attending a
few years of school does not necessarily enable
a person to master reading and writing, and
many people acquire literacy outside the formal
school system. However, given the sensitivity of
questions regarding literacy, interviewers do not
always succeed in capturing the reality.

In addition, countries do not always follow
standard international definitions of illiteracy.
They may identify illiterate persons as those with
no schooling or they may change the definition
between censuses. Criteria and practices for
identifying illiterates also vary. Misreporting and
biases in self-reporting can affect the reliability
of literacy statistics. Finally, most available data
on illiteracy, apart from UNESCO estimates, are
derived from population censuses, which are usu-
ally conducted every ten years. As a result, the
findings are often too old to assess recent trends.

School enrolment
The gross enrolment ratio (GER) is the total num-
ber of children enrolled at a specific level of edu-

cation, regardless of age, expressed as a per-
centage of the official school-age population
corresponding to the same level of education in
a given school-year. The GER is obtained by divid-
ing the number of individuals enrolled at a given
level of education, regardless of age, by the pop-
ulation of the age group that officially corre-
sponds to the given level of education, and mul-
tiplying the result by 100. 

A high GER generally indicates a high degree
of educational participation, whether the pupils
are in the official age group or not. A GER can
exceed 100 because some enrollees (the numer-
ator) may be older or younger than the official
ages (the denominator). A GER value of 100 is
therefore a necessary but not a sufficient condi-
tion for determining whether all eligible children
are enrolled in school. For example, a recent study
in a poor district in Kenya found 43 per cent of girls
aged 16-18 in primary school, only 17 per cent in
secondary school and the rest out of school. A sim-
ilar situation was observed in Bangladesh, where a
high percentage of girls aged 13-19 were in primary
school.a A rigorous interpretation of a given GER
requires additional information to assess the
extent to which students repeat grades, enter
school late, are absent from school, and drop out. 

Higher education usually has no official ages
for attendance. Gross enrolment ratios could be
calculated for the five-year age group following
the official secondary school-leaving age.
However, the high level of drop-outs, frequent
re-enrolment and the varying duration of third-
level programmes make this ratio particularly
uncertain. Consequently, higher education enrol-
ment is generally measured in relation to the
total population (per 1,000 or per 100,000).

The net enrolment ratio (NER) represents the
number of children in the official age group

enrolled at a given level of education, divided by
the total number of children of that age in a given
school year, and multiplied by 100. It shows the
extent of participation in a given level of educa-
tion of children or youths belonging to the official
age group. Consequently, the theoretical maxi-
mum value of the NER is 100. However, values up
to 105 may be observed, reflecting inconsisten-
cies in the enrolment and/or population data. 

Neither the GER nor the NER provides a reliable
measure of actual school attendance, particularly
in developing regions, where absenteeism and
dropping out are widespread. Moreover, since
attendance may differ for girls and boys who are
involved in household work at different levels and
who drop out for different reasons, these ratios are
not an accurate reflection of gender differentials.

Educational achievement
Measuring the effectiveness of the school system
for both girls and boys ideally involves measuring
educational achievement. This is especially impor-
tant where the quality of education is low. Simple
enrolment is not sufficient; children should actu-
ally learn at the appropriate level.

One way to measure achievement is to determine
the number of years of schooling successfully com-
pleted (or the highest level attained). These data
may be derived from population censuses and sur-
veys but are not always compiled for international
sources (data are available for some 80 countries).
Moreover, data on educational attainment are gener-
ally gathered for the adult population (aged 25 or
older), and therefore do not reflect recent trends in
education. Finally, attainment does not measure the
quality of the educational system or the actual skills
learned by pupils. The only way to accomplish this is
through “standardized tests”, which are relatively
rare, particularly in developing countries.

a Sajeda Amin, “Female education and fertility in Bangladesh: the influence of marriage and the family”, in
Roger Jeffery and Alaka M. Basu, eds., Girls’ Schooling, Women’s Autonomy and Fertility Change in South
Asia (New Delhi, Sage Publications, 1996).

Measuring education



In some regions, estimated illiteracy rates for the
year 2000 are half or less the levels of 20 years ago.
Improvements are not as pronounced in sub-
Saharan Africa and Southern Asia, where illiteracy
rates in 2000 are 70 and 77 per cent, respectively, of
their 1980 levels. Illiteracy is almost eradicated in
the developed regions, and rates have declined rap-
idly in Eastern and South-eastern Asia, where illiter-
acy rates are down from 27 to 12 per cent for women
and from 12 to 5 per cent for men.

Illiteracy is generally much higher in rural areas
because educational opportunities are more limited
and families make greater demands on children’s time.
The proportions of women who cannot read were two
to three times higher in rural than in urban areas in 37
countries surveyed between 1990 and 1996.13 

Enrolling in school is not enough to ensure that
children will be able to function as literate adults in
society, or to take advantage of opportunities for high-
er education and work. Recent DHS surveys found
that large shares of women who attended or even
completed primary school cannot read. In 15 of the 22
countries studied in Africa, and in three of the 16
countries studied in Asia and Latin America and the
Caribbean, more than 20 per cent of women with
some or complete primary education cannot read.14

Higher education lowers fertility
The extensive research on the relationship between
education and fertility over the last 20 years has shown
that just a few years of education or basic literacy
alone has little effect in reducing the number of chil-
dren a woman bears, and may even result in a slightly
higher level of fertility. At higher levels of education,
however, all countries show a clear inverse relation-
ship between educational attainment and fertility.15

Fertility was much lower among women with sec-
ondary or higher levels of education than among
women with no schooling in 28 countries with DHS
surveys between 1990 and 1995. In contrast, fertility
was only slightly lower among women with a primary
education than among women with no education. In
six countries, fertility of women with primary educa-
tion was as high or even higher than fertility of
women with no education.16 The effects of education,
especially limited education, on fertility are very much
influenced by the national context. Factors that play a
key role are the presence of mass schooling, the exis-
tence of family planning programmes and employ-
ment opportunities for women17 (see box on education and

the fertility transition).
Fewer studies exist on the impact of men’s educa-

tion on fertility. DHS surveys that report both
women’s fertility and their husbands’ level of educa-
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W M

25 yrs or over

W M

15-24 yrs

Africa

Northern Africa 42 20 76 5 1

Southern Africa 1 1 1 5 4 1 37

Rest of sub-Saharan Africa 43 29 70 47

Latin America 
and the Caribbean

Caribbean 4 7 10 1 1

Central America 1 6 1 4 33 26

South America 5 5 1 6 1 1

Asia

South-eastern Asia 4 3 20 9

Southern Asia 29 1 4 5 1 33

Central Asia < 1 < 1 5 2

Western Asia 1 2 6 32 1 8

Oceania 2 2 1 1 7

Developed regions

Eastern Europe < 1 < 1 5 1

Western Europe < 1 2 1 2 8

Chart 4.4:  

Illiteracy is lower among younger adults, but gender
gaps in favour of men persist
Illiteracy rate, 1990 census round

Source: Prepared by the Statistics
Division of the United Nations
Secretariat from Women’s Indicators
and Statistics Database (Wistat),
Version 4, CD-ROM (United Nations
publication, Sales No. E.00.XVII.4)
based on national data as published
in United Nations Educational,
Scientific and Cultural Organization,
Statistical Yearbook (Paris, various
years up to 1998).

Note: Averages are not shown 
for Eastern Asia because data are
available for only one country. 
No data were available for 
“other developed regions”.

W M

2000

W M

1980

Africa

Northern Africa 74 43 48 25

Southern Africa 33 35 1 6 2 1

Rest of sub-Saharan Africa 73 5 1 5 1 33

Latin America 
and the Caribbean

Caribbean 1 8 1 8 1 1 1 2

Central America 3 1 26 22 1 8

South America 1 8 1 2 9 6

Asia

Eastern and 
South-eastern Asia 27 1 2 1 2 5

Southern Asia 65 44 50 30

Western Asia 48 27 25 1 3

Developed regions 8 4 3 1

Chart 4.5:  

Illiteracy has decreased for women and men 
around the world
Estimated illiteracy rate, population 15 years or over

Source: Prepared by the Statistics
Division of the United Nations
Secretariat from Women’s
Indicators and Statistics Database
(Wistat), Version 4, CD-ROM (United
Nations publication, Sales No.
E.00.XVII.4), based on literacy esti-
mates and projections, 1970-2025,
provided by United Nations
Educational, Scientific and Cultural
Organization in 1999.

Note: The data presented here are
based on UNESCO estimates and may
differ from rates derived from popula-
tion censuses or sample surveys.
Averages are not shown for Central
Asia and Oceania because data are
available for only one country.



tion provide some insights. In 16 of the 28 countries
with data, fertility is significantly higher among
women whose husbands have a primary-level educa-
tion than among those whose husbands have no
schooling at all. Women’s fertility clearly decreases
only when the husband has a secondary-level educa-
tion, although not as much as when the wife has
attained that level.18

Gender gap narrowing in higher education
The gender gap in higher education enrolment has
disappeared in many parts of the world. In the
Caribbean and Western Asia, women’s enrolment
has actually surpassed that of men (chart 4.6). In
Western Europe, the former preponderance of men
in higher education, still evident in the 1980s, has
recently disappeared. Enrolment ratios are much
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The International Labour Organization (ILO)
estimates that 250 million school-age chil-

dren (aged 5-14) are engaged in economic activ-
ities. Of this number, 120 million are working full-
time and 130 million are combining work with
schooling.b Among schoolchildren, 42 per cent of
girls and 33 per cent of boys are engaged in
some form of part-time economic activity.

In general, more boys than girls are reported as
economically active—on average, three boys to two
girls. However, many girls not counted as working
are engaged full- or part-time in unpaid economic
activities within the household. Moreover, girls
often work full-time in non-economic housework,
taking care of younger siblings and doing house-
hold chores. One in three children who do not
attend school report that housework is the main
reason. The ILO estimates that if full-time house-
work were taken into account, the number of work-
ing girls would probably exceed that of boys.

Rural children are twice as likely as urban chil-
dren to be economically active. This fact, together
with limited school facilities, explains the wide
gaps in schooling and literacy between rural

areas and urban centres. If the large numbers of
children—especially girls—who engage in unpaid,
generally under-enumerated activities are taken
into account, the disparity is probably even wider.c

Rural children, in particular rural girls, begin
to work at a very early age, closing off the
opportunity to obtain even the lowest level of
education. Based on surveys of several countries
around the world, the ILO estimates that up to 20
per cent of working children in rural areas are
only 5 to 9 years of age, compared to around 5
per cent in urban centres.

Child labour, to a great extent a consequence
of poverty, is certainly a major obstacle to edu-

cation—the best means for escaping poverty. The
International Labour Conference, at its eighty-
seventh session in 1999,  adopted a convention
concerning the prohibition of, and immediate
action for, the elimination of the worst forms of
child labour. This convention recognizes the
importance of education in eliminating the worst
forms of child labour, and reinforces the 1996 ILO
resolution on the elimination of child labour. That
resolution recognized that child labour is to a
great extent caused by poverty, and that the
long-term solution lies in sustained economic
growth leading to social progress, in particular
poverty alleviation and universal education.d

a This box is based on Kebebew Ashagrie, Statistics on Working Children and Hazardous Child Labour in
Brief (Geneva, ILO, 1998).

b The figures reported in this box are estimates prepared by the ILO on the basis of national household sur-
veys. The surveys were carried out following a newly developed methodology for the measurement of child
labour, as part of the ILO interdepartmental project on “the elimination of child labour”, launched in 1992.

c The estimates reported consider the “currently active population”, which is based on a short reference
period. Figures on the “usually active population” are based on a longer reference period, e.g., 12
months, and also capture seasonal work. In the latter case, the ILO estimates that up to 40 per cent of
children aged 5-14 are economically active.

d See ILO resolution concerning the elimination of child labour, International Labour Conference
(eighty-fourth session), 1996.

Work keeps some children out of schoola

Source: Prepared by the Statistics Division of 
the United Nations Secretariat from Women’s
Indicators and Statistics Database (Wistat), Version
4, CD-ROM (United Nations publication, Sales No.
E.00.XVII.4), based on United Nations Educational,
Scientific and Cultural Organization, Statistical
Yearbook (Paris, various years up to 1998).

Note: Two dots (..) indicate that data are not 
available or are not reported separately. Averages
for Oceania are not presented because data are
available for only a few countries.

1990 1994/ 1996

W M W M W M

1980

Africa

Northern Africa 5 1 1 9 15 12 16

Southern Africa 2 3 4 5 7 8

Rest of sub-Saharan Africa 1 2 1 3 1 3

Latin America 
and the Caribbean

Caribbean 5 6 14 12 16 14

Central America 10 14 13 15 12 14

South America 13 1 7 13 14 15 15

Asia

Eastern Asia 1 1 15 15 22 20 25

South-eastern Asia 7 8 1 1 1 1 1 1 12

Southern Asia 1 4 3 6 7 1 1

Central Asia .. .. 20 22 18 21

Western Asia 13 16 16 16 19 16

Developed regions

Eastern Europe 18 16 18 18 23 20

Western Europe 14 18 24 26 32 31

Other developed regions 33 38 43 40 51 47
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Chart 4.6:  

In some regions women’s enrolment equals or surpasses men’s
Third-level enrolment per 1000 population 
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higher for women than for men in many countries
of Western Asia, Eastern and Western Europe and in
the United States and New Zealand (see table 4.A). The
United States Department of Education projects
that this new gender gap in favour or women will
increase dramatically in the United States by 2007,
with only 6.9 million men enrolled compared to 9.2
million women.19 

A significant gender gap in favour of men in high-
er education remains in those developed countries
where a large gap already existed and where overall
enrolment is much lower than in other developed
countries. In Switzerland, Japan and Germany, fewer
than 80 women per 100 men are enrolled in higher
education. In Switzerland, 15 out of 1,000 women are
enrolled in higher education, compared to 26 per
1,000 men (chart 4.7).

In Eastern Europe, women have traditionally had
higher enrolment ratios than men and third-level
education has become more common over the years
for both women and men. Women now account for 55
per cent of enrollees in the region. The deterioration
observed in basic education in countries in transition
does not seem to have affected higher education in
this region (see section above on access to basic education). In

contrast, third-level enrolments have declined slightly
in Central Asia over the last few years.

Overall, enrolment in third-level education is highest
in the developed regions, especially outside Europe; on
average, third-level enrolment ratios are 51 for women
and 47 for men (chart 4.8). The exception is Japan, where
ratios are only 27 for women and 36 for men.

Enrolment ratios are also relatively high in Eastern
Asia and South-eastern Asia, but there is considerable
variation within these regions. Cambodia, the Lao
People’s Democratic Republic, Sri Lanka and China
have ratios among the lowest in the world. In con-
trast, enrolment ratios in the Republic of Korea, the
Philippines and Singapore are similar to those of
other countries where basic schooling is universal.

In Latin America and the Caribbean, a significant
number of women and men take advantage of oppor-
tunities for higher education. Central America is the
only part of the region where women’s enrolment is
lower than that of men.

Relatively few people have access to higher educa-
tion in sub-Saharan Africa (2 per 1,000 women and
4 per 1,000 men) and in Southern Asia (7 per 1,000
women and 11 per 1,000 men). More people go on to
third-level education in Northern Africa and

Demographers and social scientists have long studied
the impact of women’s schooling on the number of chil-

dren they have. Few, however, have investigated the link
between mass education (the near universal enrolment of
children in primary schooling) and the fertility transition;
that is, the immediate or short-term impact of education
policies on family size.

A recent study on fertility and education, using DHS sur-
veys rather than the international data commonly used, has
examined this relationship.a The study focused on 17 African
countries: Botswana, Burkina Faso, Cameroon, Côte d’Ivoire,
Ghana, Kenya, Madagascar, Malawi, Mali, Namibia, Nigeria,
Senegal, South Africa, Uganda, the United Republic of
Tanzania, Zambia and Zimbabwe. Six of these countries have
achieved mass education and are well into their fertility tran-
sition: Kenya, Zimbabwe, Botswana, Namibia, Zambia and
South Africa.b Three more countries identified as having
begun the fertility transition—Ghana, the United Republic of

Tanzania and Cameroon—have already or have almost met at
least one of the criteria used to identify mass education. The
other countries are still far from achieving mass education.

The study also considered the hypothesis that mass
education is effective in bringing about demographic
changes only to the extent to which improvements are not
confined to boys. It found that enrolment for girls has in
fact increased and the gender gap has been narrowing in
almost all the countries examined.

Addressing the wide gap between urban and rural set-
tings in both fertility levels and educational opportunities,
the study also suggested that where educational
resources are unequally distributed between rural and
urban areas, fertility will decline significantly only to the
extent that urbanization takes place rapidly. Along the
same lines, a study in 12 communities in Pakistan reported
that contraceptive use was highest in settings with
greater choice of schools, including schools for girls.c

Education and the fertility transition

a Cynthia B. Lloyd, Carol Kaufman and Paul Hewett, “The Spread of Primary Schooling in Sub-Saharan Africa: Implications
for Fertility Change”, forthcoming. An earlier version of the paper was presented at a seminar on reproductive change in
sub-Saharan Africa, Nairobi, 2-4 November 1998.

b In the study, mass education was measured based on the following criteria: 90 per cent of 15-19 ever in school, 75 per cent
of 15-19 completed four years or more and 60 per cent completed primary education.

c Zeba Sathar, Cynthia Lloyd, Minhaj ul Haque and Cem Mete, “Children’s schooling and family building strategies: the case of
rural Pakistan”, paper presented at the annual meeting of the Population Association of America, New York, 25-27 March 1999.



Large proportions of women who continue into
higher education enrol in “science and engineering”,
although men still tend to dominate this field. In all
regions, science and engineering are the dominant fields
of study for men; in Latin America and the Caribbean,
in Northern Africa and Western Europe, these fields are
also the dominant areas of study for women.

Enrolment is lowest for both women and men in
agriculture. This is also the field where a gender gap
is most apparent, with women often representing
only one third of the total enrolment. Europe,
Eastern Asia and the Caribbean are notable excep-
tions: in these regions over 40 per cent of agriculture
students are women.22

TEACHERS AND 
EDUCATIONAL FACILITIES

Women under-represented 
in teaching at higher levels
Increasingly, primary and secondary teachers are
women in most regions. Between 1985 and 1995, the
global percentage of teachers who are women slightly
increased from 55 to 56 per cent at the primary level
and from 42 to 47 per cent at the secondary level.23

Gains were largest in the Arab states, 24 and in Eastern
and Southern Asia, where the share of women among
teachers rose by 6 or 7 percentage points.

In most regions, the large majority of primary
teachers are women. Percentages vary widely, ranging
from an average of 87 per cent in Eastern Europe to 35
per cent in sub-Saharan Africa (excluding Southern
Africa) and 47 per cent in Southern Asia (chart 4.9). In
some countries, women represent almost the totality
of primary school teachers, but in others—14 in sub-
Saharan Africa and two in Asia—fewer than 30 per
cent of primary school teachers are women.

At higher educational levels, women are a lower
percentage of teachers. At the secondary level, only 24
per cent of teachers are women in sub-Saharan Africa
(excluding Southern Africa), and only 38 per cent in
Southern Asia. At this level, women teachers outnum-
ber men in Latin America and the Caribbean, Central
and Western Asia, and most of the developed coun-
tries. Data for teachers at the third level are available
for only 78 countries. In all but two of these countries,

Western Asia. However, there is a significant gender
gap in favour of men in Northern African countries.
Conversely, the gender gap in higher education is in
favour of women in the Arab States, particularly in the
United Arab Emirates.20

Some fields of study still dominated by men
Despite better access to higher education in most
parts of the world, women do not always have access
to fields of study traditionally dominated by men.
Gender-based stereotypes survive, and role models
that could lead young women to challenging, better-
paid careers are scarce. In addition, the traditional
view that women should engage in activities that are
more suitable to their roles as mothers and caregivers
discourages women from enrolling in fields tradition-
ally occupied by men.

Liberal arts is the one field in which women pre-
dominate. In most regions, women represent two
thirds or more of the total enrolled in this field.21

Liberal arts is the field most frequently chosen by
women in Asia, in sub-Saharan Africa and in the
developed countries outside Europe (chart 4.8). Many
women also enrol in law and business schools in sev-
eral regions: Latin America, Eastern Europe and
Southern Africa.
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Africa

Algeria 10.0 14.7
Benin 0.9 4.2
Burkina Faso 0.4 1 .3
Burundi 0.4 1 . 1
Central African Republic 0.3 2. 1
Chad 0. 1 1 .0
Côte d’Ivoire 2. 1 6.0
Egypt 14.7 23.2
Eritrea 0.2 1 .7
Ethiopia 0.2 1 .0
Gambia 1 . 1 1 .9
Guinea 0.2 1 .9
Mauritania 1 .3 6.2
Morocco 9.3 13.3
Swaziland 5.4 7.5
Togo 1 . 1 5.3
Uganda 1 .0 2.2
Zimbabwe 3.7 9. 1

Latin America 
and the Caribbean

Guatemala 3.6 1 1 .5
Honduras 8.7 1 1 .0
Jamaica 6.6 8.8

Asia

Cambodia 0.3 1 .7
China 3.3 6. 1

Hong Kong SAR 14.4 18 .2
India 4.8 7.9
Indonesia 8. 1 15 .2
Iran (Islamic Republic of) 1 1 .9 19.9
Lao People’s 

Democratic Republic 1 .5 3.6
Republic of Korea 41 .8 70. 1
Sri Lanka 3.9 5.6
Syrian Arab Republic 13.0 18 . 1
Tajikistan 1 1 .9 25.4
Turkey 15.2 23.9
Yemen 1 . 1 7 .3

Oceania

Papua New Guinea 2. 1 4.2

Developed 
regions

Germany 22.9 29.9
Japan 27.2 35.8
Switzerland 15 .4 26.0

Source: Women’s Indicators and Statistics
Database (Wistat), Version 4, CD-ROM (United
Nations  publication, Sales No. E.00.XVII.4).

Note: Countries or areas listed are those where
third-level enrolment (per 1000 population) levels
for women are less than 80 per cent of those for
men; countries  where enrolment levels are less
than one student per 1000 population for both
women and men are not shown.

Chart 4.7:

A large gender gap in favour of men in higher education persists 
in many countries or areas
Third-level enrolment per 1000 population, 1994/1996

WW M W M
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Source: Prepared by the Statistics Division of the United Nations Secretariat from
Women’s Indicators and Statistics Database (Wistat), Version 4, CD-ROM (United
Nations publication, Sales No. E.00.XVII.4), based on United Nations Educational, Scientific
and Cultural Organization, Statistical Yearbook (Paris, various years up to 1998).

Note: Averages for Oceania and Central Asia are not presented because data are 
available for only very few countries.

W M W M W M W M

Chart 4.8: 

Many women are choosing fields traditionally dominated by men
Percentage distribution of third-level enrolment by field of study, 1994/1996

Liberal 
arts

Law and 
business

Science 
and engineering Agriculture

Africa

Northern Africa 3 5 20 22 24 40 49 2 3

Southern Africa 4 1 3 7 24 20 24 34 1 2

Rest of sub-Saharan Africa 3 7 30 3 1 29 25 34 4 5

Latin America 
and the Caribbean

Caribbean 3 1 1 4 8 5 59 76 2 3

Central America 2 4 1 4 32 25 40 58 1 2

South America 2 9 1 0 30 30 35 5 1 3 5

Asia

Eastern Asia 4 5 2 3 1 7 2 1 30 45 3 4

South-eastern Asia 4 7 2 7 1 9 1 7 3 1 38 3 6

Southern Asia 4 4 30 1 5 22 38 45 3 4

Western Asia 4 5 2 6 1 7 24 33 44 2 2

Developed regions

Eastern Europe 3 4 1 4 26 25 33 5 1 5 6

Western Europe 3 5 1 8 22 24 39 53 2 3

Other developed regions 3 6 1 6 25 30 25 40 1 3

1st 
level

2nd 
level

3rd 
level

1st 
level

2nd 
level

3rd 
level

Africa

Northern Africa 50 36 26

Southern Africa 75 50 35

Rest of sub-Saharan Africa 35 24 14

Latin America 
and the Caribbean

Caribbean 75 63 45

Central America 78 53 32

South America 73 54 31

Asia

Eastern Asia 69 48 31

South-eastern Asia 53 47 23

Southern Asia 47 38 23

Asia (cont’d)

Central Asia 79 67 ..

Western Asia 66 52 28

Oceania 58 42 ..

Developed regions

Eastern Europe 87 67 40

Western Europe 75 53 31

Other developed regions 77 53 33

Source: Prepared by the Statistics Division of the United Nations
Secretariat from Women’s Indicators and Statistics Database (Wistat),
Version 4, CD-ROM (United Nations publication, Sales No. E.00.XVII.4),
based on United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural
Organization, Statistical Yearbook (Paris, various years up to 1998).

Note: Two dots (..) indicate that data are not available.

Chart 4.9:

Women tend to teach at lower levels, men at higher levels
Percentage of teachers who are women, 1994/1996



the lower-paid primary teachers and often have only
primary education themselves. The 1998 UNESCO
World Education Report suggests that teachers’ salaries
would be higher if teaching were a male profession.25

Education facilities found lacking
According to the UNESCO report, in most of the
developed countries examined, more than 60 per cent
of teachers are aged 40 or older. In the developing
countries, this percentage is less than 40 and often as
low as 20. In addition, teachers in poorer countries are
considerably younger than elsewhere, usually have a
much lower level of education and work in physically
deteriorating facilities, with larger classes and scarce
teaching materials.

Most of the world’s teachers lack the resources and
support that they need to work effectively. The
UNESCO report shows that schools in the poorest
countries face dire shortages of basic necessities, from
water and electricity to textbooks. A 1995 UNESCO-
United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) survey
found that 90 per cent or more of primary school
pupils in Bangladesh, Burkina Faso, Equatorial
Guinea, Ethiopia, Nepal, Uganda, the United Republic
of Tanzania and Zambia were in schools with no elec-
tricity. In 11 out of 14 countries sampled, over 90 per
cent of pupils were in schools without a world map.26

In transition economies—in an overall context of
reduced economic output and government spend-
ing—traditionally low teachers’ salaries have further
declined. Due to low pay scales and worsening condi-

men teachers largely outnumber women. Even in
Eastern Europe, where women largely outnumber
men in primary and secondary teaching, women are
only 40 per cent of teachers in higher education.

Women are also under-represented in leadership
and management roles in education. While the per-
centage of women in such posts as deputy vice-chan-
cellor and academic head of department seems to be
growing, there are relatively few women at the deci-
sion-making level (chart 4.10).

Although women represent the majority of the
world’s teachers, they outnumber men only among
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The past few years have seen an explosion in
women’s on-line networking and Web sites

around the world. Some sites are intended to
widen women’s network of contacts; others pro-
vide information in specific fields; and still others
have an educational or mentoring component.

One of the most ambitious media-related Web
projects so far has been the publication of the
world’s first virtual women’s newspaper.
Launched as a pilot in May 1999, Worldwoman is
the initiative of a Scottish journalist. It aims to
bring international news—selected, written and
edited by women—to a global audience. It is also
part of a strategy to encourage women to
engage in the new information technology, which
many still avoid. 

A key global initiative to increase women’s
access to and use of new communication tech-
nologies is the Women’s Programme of the

Association for Progressive Communications
(APC). Established in 1993, the programme aims to
increase women’s participation in computer com-
munications so that they can redress gender
inequities in the design, implementation and use
of new technologies. The programme offers oppor-
tunities and support to women and women’s
organizations in all regions, and encourages infor-
mation exchange, networking and other means of
linking women who use information technologies. 

Major regional initiatives, often directly
linked with APC, are described below.

In West Africa, Environnement et développe-
ment du tiers monde—synérgie genre et développe-
ment (ENDA-SYNFEV) promotes electronic commu-
nication for women’s groups as a tool for action,
mainly in the fields of health and human rights. It
organizes on-line conferences and technical train-
ing for women on the use of information and com-

munication in francophone Africa.
In Southern Africa, Women’s Net aims to make

technology accessible to women by providing
resources and information, organizing gender-
sensitive training and creating strategic links
between projects and organizations.

In Asia, the Asian Women’s Resource Exchange
(AWORC) was set up in 1998 to build electronic
resource-sharing among women’s information
centres in Asia, and to promote Internet literacy
and activism among individual women and
women’s organizations.

In Latin America, the Area Mujeres (Women’s
Programme) of the Latin American Information
Agency (ALAI) was founded in 1989. It collaborates
with organizations that share its electronic com-
munication and networking goals. It also engages
in advocacy, from a gender perspective, on the
right to communicate.

Women on the web

Source: United Nations Educational, Scientific and
Cultural Organization, “Higher education and
women: issues and perspectives”, paper prepared 
for the International Conference on Higher
Education (Paris, 1998).

Chart 4.10:

Few women hold decision-making positions in higher education

No. of member 
universities

% institutions
led by women

Association of African Universities 1 20 5

Association of Arab Universities 1 03 2

Association of Commonwealth Universities 463 8 a

Association of European Universities 497 6-8

Association of French-speaking Universities 270 5-7

Association of Universities of Asia and the Pacific 1 40 b 5

Inter-American Organization for Higher Education 350 5 c

Union des Universidades de America Latina 1 7 7 27

Organization

a 10% in non-ACU member universities.
b Founding member universities.
c 14% in Brazil.



Women and men as “new media” users  
Statistics on use of information and communication
technologies are exceptionally scarce, and estimates of
access to the Internet are at best inexact. Available data
on Internet access show that the number of users is
increasing rapidly everywhere, but access varies enor-
mously around the world. More than 10 per cent of
the population in the developed regions use the
Internet in all countries for which data are available.
At the other extreme, Internet use remains limited to
a small minority in South Africa, in all the countries of
Western Asia for which data exist and in China, the
Philippines, Brazil and the Russian Federation. In
most of these countries, fewer than 1 per cent of the
total population use the Internet (chart 4.12).

In many countries, women are a rapidly increasing
share of Internet users. In Japan, for instance, women
accounted for 36 per cent of all Internet users in 1999,
up from 1 per cent in 1997. However, although women
constitute a sizeable proportion of Internet users in

tions, some teachers are resorting to informal sector
activities to be able to make a living. In Georgia, for
example, it is quite common to find women teachers
among street vendors in the villages.27

INFORMATION AND COMMUNICATION 

“New technologies” creating new challenges
Profound changes are occurring worldwide in the com-
munications and information industries. Increasingly,
these changes will affect women’s and men’s use of
communication tools and information content.

The Internet is the fastest-growing communica-
tions medium in history. In 1999, it was estimated that
over 201 million people worldwide had Internet access,
up from 76 million in 1997. However, over one half of
the users were in just two countries: the United States
and Canada. North America and Europe accounted for
almost 80 per cent of Internet users in 1999. In con-
trast, Africa, with 13 per cent of the world’s popula-
tion, had only 1.7 million Internet users, less than 1 per
cent of the world total.28 In mid-1999, the entire conti-
nent of Africa (population 780 million) had roughly
the same number of computers connected to the
Internet as Latvia (population 2.5 million).29

Disparities among countries in access to informa-
tion technologies are acute (chart 4.11). In Southern
Asia and sub-Saharan Africa, there are about 1.5 tele-
phone lines per 100 people, compared to 64 per 100
in the United States. Although these technologies
have become more widely available in the less-devel-
oped regions since 1990, the countries classified by
UNESCO as least developed remain outside the
information loop.

Women are more likely than men to lack basic lit-
eracy and computer skills, which would enable them
to take advantage of the new global communication
opportunities: women comprise 64 per cent of illiter-
ate adults globally;30 girls comprise two thirds of the
school-age children in the developing world without
access to basic education;31 and girls are much less
likely than boys to enrol in mathematics and comput-
er science courses.32

On the other hand, in ways reminiscent of the
“old” mass media, the “new media” are already target-
ing women as users: 70 per cent of all Internet adver-
tising is now directed at women.33 Women’s access to
the Internet is rising in most regions and is expected
to reach 45 per cent globally in 2001.34 As women in
some countries begin to close the gender gap in access,
the next fundamental challenge for women is to enter
these new and powerful media as producers. If women
do not participate in designing content and modes of
use, they will be doubly excluded.
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Source: United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural
Organization (UNESCO), World Education Report, 2000 (Paris, 2000).

Note: The country grouping used by UNESCO does not 
coincide with other groupings used in this report.
a Number of telephone lines per 1,000 inhabitants, that connect 

a customer’s equipment to the switched network and 
that have a dedicated port on a telephone exchange.

b Estimated number of self-contained computers designed to be 
used by a single individual, per 1,000 inhabitants.

c Number of computers with active Internet Protocol (IP) 
addresses connected to the Internet, per 1,000 inhabitants.

Chart 4.11:

Access to media and information tools is lower in the developing regions
Access to media and information technologies (per 1000 persons)

1997 1997

Telephone
main linesa

1990

Personal
computersb

1997

Internet
hostsc

World total 97 1 39 58 515

Developing regions 2 1 54 1 2 16

Sub-Saharan Africa 1 0 1 5 8 21

Arab States 33 55 1 0 5

Latin America and the Caribbean 6 1 1 07 3 1 49

Eastern Asia and Oceania 1 8 64 1 3 18

China 6 57 6 1

Southern Asia 7 22 2 1

India 6 1 8 2 1

Developed regions 466 554 274 3 41 1

North America 537 633 388 7 108

Asia and Oceania 44 1 482 223 1 357

Europe 424 52 1 204 1 336

Countries in transition 126 1 80 35 1 18



most countries for which data are available, Internet
users are a relatively small population in most coun-
tries. For instance, 43 per cent of Internet users in the
Philippines are women but fewer than 1 per cent of
the entire population have Internet access. In most
cases, “on-line populations” are a tiny élite of high-
income, urbanized citizens.

In much of Africa, Asia and Latin America, use of
these new technologies is limited. Moreover, the “new”
technologies in developing countries are of a far differ-
ent order than “new” technologies in the developed
world. In Nigeria, for example, most rural women’s
access to “new” technologies does not even include
audio and video cassettes.35 In India, a study of new
information and communications technologies in five
well-established women’s development organizations
found that three had no Internet connection and one
had no computer.36 In Bangladesh, the Grameen
Phone project leases a cellular phone to Grameen Bank
members (all of whom are women). The leasees serve
as the village telephone operators, earning incomes,
raising their status and increasing the community’s
access to information of various kinds.37

Practical obstacles often limit women’s use of the
Internet. A survey of women’s groups and individual
women around the world found that women often
mentioned lack of training, the cost of equipment, and
the cost of connectivity as obstacles to use.38 Women in
the developing regions and Eastern Europe listed poor
infrastructure as the major barrier, while women in
Northern Europe listed the lack of training. Women in
Latin America, francophone and sub-Saharan Africa,
and Eastern Europe listed other problems: the domi-
nance of English on the Internet, privacy and security
issues, the high cost of connectivity and difficulties in
getting a phone line or repair personnel. Over half of
the survey’s respondents had received some kind of
formal training; others were self-taught. For women in
the Arab States, Africa and Latin America, the unavail-
ability of training was a major issue.

Few women at top of 
communications pyramid
Careers in traditional mass media
In terms of education and training, women are a pri-
ori better equipped for careers in the traditional
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Latest
estimatea

Latest
estimateb

Internet users as 
% of total population

1997

Women as % of 
all Internet users

Latest
estimatea

Latest
estimateb

Internet users as 
% of total population

1997

Women as % of 
all Internet users

Sources: For all Internet users, Nua, “How many online?”, accessed at: http://www.nua.
ie/surveys; for women users in the Philippines, Belgium and Spain, based on
CyberAtlas demographics, accessed at: http://www.cyberatlas.internet.com; for women
Internet users in all other countries, based on Nua Internet surveys accessed at:
http://www.nua.ie/surveys.

Note: Two dots (..) indicate that data are not available.
a Latest available estimates for all users refer to a period between January 1998 

and June 1999.
b Latest available estimates for women users refer to a period between July 1997

and October 1999.
c Estimates for Western Asia are based on the following countries: Bahrain, Jordan,

Kuwait, Lebanon, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia and United Arab Emirates.

Chart 4.12:

Women are a significant proportion of Internet users, especially where Internet use is common

Sub-Saharan Africa

South Africa 1 .6 3.7 1 9

South America

Brazil 0.6 2. 1 25

Eastern and 
South-eastern Asia

China < 0. 1 0.3 8

Philippines < 0. 1 <0. 1 43

Western Asia c 0.4 0.8 4

Eastern Europe

Croatia .. 1 2 .0 42

Czech Republic 1 .9 2.6 1 2

Russian Federation 0.4 0.8 1 5

Slovakia 5.0 9.5 1 2

Western Europe

Belgium 2.3 1 6.0 38

Estonia .. 10.0 38

France 0.9 1 2.9 42

Germany 4.7 10.0 35

Ireland 2.9 1 3 .5 3 1

Western Europe (cont’d)

Italy 0.7 7 .9 30

Netherlands 6.0 1 3 .7 1 3

Spain 3 .2 8.7 1 9

Sweden 2 1 .3 40.9 46

United Kingdom 2.0 1 8.0 38

Other 
developed regions

Australia 6 .7 30.5 43

Canada 1 5.3 25.4 38

Japan 6.3 1 4.4 36

New Zealand 9. 1 1 5 .8 24

United States 1 9 .2 30.7 49



Source: United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural
Organization, Statistical Yearbook (Paris, 1998).

Note: Graduates refer to students who successfully completed their
studies at the third level, including those who were awarded diplomas
and certificates not equivalent to a first university degree; those who
earned first university degrees or the equivalent; and those who
earned postgraduate degrees or the equivalent. The International

Standard Classification of Education (ISCED) category of mass 
communication and documentation includes programmes in journal-
ism, radio and television broadcasting, public relations, other com-
munications arts and library science, library technician 
programmes, programmes for technicians in museums and similar
repositories and programmes in documentation techniques.
aData refer to 1990/1994.
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media than in the emerging communications indus-
tries. UNESCO data covering 83 countries show that
in 53 countries, women account for at least 50 per cent
of third-level graduates in journalism and other tradi-
tional communications fields (chart 4.13). However,
women graduates in these fields are still a minority in

some African and Asian countries.
Research has shown that the proportion of women

finding employment in the mass media is by no
means commensurate with their share of training.
Nevertheless, the same research, covering 43 coun-
tries, found that women’s share of middle-level cre-

Chart 4.13

Women are a large proportion of graduates in traditional media and information fields
Graduates in third-level mass communication and documentation studies, 1995/1997

Total number % women Total number % women

Northern Africa

Algeria 220 79

Egypt 248 68

Tunisia 325 75

Sub-Saharan Africa

Botswana 67 63

Ethiopia 78 1 0

Ghana 52 40a

Mauritius 1 3 39a

South Africa 4 026 56a

Uganda 7 1 49

Latin America 
and the Caribbean

Brazil 7 38 1 67 a

Cuba 72 7 1

Honduras 1 7 59a

Panama 1 98 80a

Paraguay 50 60a

Asia

Afghanistan 75 63a

Armenia 73 78

China

Hong Kong SAR 242 79a

Cyprus 48 69

Indonesia 4 507 42

Iran (Islamic Rep. of) 703 34

Jordan 1 02 40

Lebanon 126 59

Macau 23 100

Malaysia 307 57 a

Mongolia 20 100

Oman 5 1 33a

Sri Lanka 87 36a

Asia (cont’d)

Syrian Arab Republic 29 1 54

Turkey 1 468 46a

Yemen 26 27 a

Eastern Europe

Albania 32 50

Bulgaria 548 90

Croatia 95 68

Czech Republic 265 66

Estonia 200 94

Poland 685 84a

Romania 788 88

Russian Federation 9 65 1 76

Slovakia 60 65

Slovenia 6 1 84

The FYR of Macedonia 86 26

Western Europe and 
other developed regions

Australia 2 650 74

Austria 225 64

Belgium 1 836 68a

Canada 3 4 1 9 66

Denmark 484 59

Germany 1 3 1 0 64

Ireland 255 68

Italy 27 1 8 1

Netherlands 1 222 68

New Zealand 3 1 8 74

Norway 95 1 58

Portugal 1 558 73

Spain 4 77 7 65

Sweden 409 72

Switzerland 24 67 a

United States 62 354 56



enthusiastic about computers. In the United Kingdom,
for instance, 22 per cent of boys compared to 9 per
cent of girls had the family’s only personal computer
(PC) in their bedrooms. Moreover, boys are twice as
likely as girls to press their parents for computers and
electronic games.45

The International Association for the Evaluation
of Educational Achievement (IEA) found that in
every country men outnumbered women by about
three to one among those planning a career in com-
puter or information sciences. In Sweden, for exam-
ple, 16 per cent of boys and 1 per cent of girls planned
to follow this career.46

Conflicting media images of women and girls
Traditional mass media
Assessing how the media portray women is hard to do
across regions and across time. Studies looking at more
than one country are rare. To date, the most extensive
cross-national quantitative study of women’s portrayal
in the media—spanning newspapers, radio and televi-
sion, and covering 71 countries—found that in 1995
only 17 per cent of the world’s news “actors” (people
interviewed, quoted or described in detail in the news)
were women (chart 4.16). The proportion of women

ative professions, such as journalism and production,
is over 30 per cent in most Latin American, Southern
African and European countries.39 Journalism in 
particular attracts substantial numbers of women
(chart 4.14). By the mid-1990s, women were almost as
well represented as men among journalists in
Finland  and New Zealand, while longitudinal stud-
ies showed that women’s share of senior editorial
positions had increased in Canada and the United
States since the 1980s.40

In Europe, too, periodic comparative studies show
that the proportion of female middle and senior man-
agers in radio and television increased from 11 per
cent to 20 per cent between 1985 and 1995.41 However,
the senior-most positions still elude women. A 1999
study found that 13 of 18 major European broadcasting
companies had no women in any senior creative deci-
sion-making positions. Across all companies, women
held just 12 per cent of the top positions.42

Outside North America and Europe, several
recent national studies show a similar media
employment pyramid. For example, although
women account for 33 per cent of all journalists in
China, they hold only 8 per cent of higher decision-
making positions and 18 per cent of middle/inter-
mediate-level positions. In Nepal, women are 21 per
cent of all employees at the national television
organization (NTV) but are only 17 per cent of mid-
dle-level staff. There are no women in senior deci-
sion-making positions.43

Careers in new information 
and communications media
Entry into some of the new technology-based com-
munications professions may be difficult for
women, since they are less likely than men to have
technical and computing skills. Women are a minor-
ity among third-level mathematics and computer
science students in all but 16 of the 97 countries for
which data are available. Eastern Europe and
Western Asia have the largest share of women in
these fields, where they often account for more than
half the students (chart 4.15). However, the proportion
of women students seems to be falling in some
Eastern European countries as men increase their
enrolment in these fields faster than women do. This
situation is echoed, albeit at a lower level, in almost
every Western European country and in North
America.44 In some African countries, women are
less than 5 per cent of mathematics and computer
science students.

A European study of new media use by 6- to 17-
year olds in 12 countries found that boys have more
access at home than girls, and that boys are more
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Source: United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural
Organization, Statistical Yearbook (Paris, 1998).
aAverage not shown because data are available for only one country.

Chart 4.15:  

Women are less likely than men to acquire skills needed
for the new communications and media professions
Percentage women among students in third-level mathematics
and computer science courses

1990 / 1991 1994 / 1996

Chart 4.14:

Women account for
between one fourth and
one half of journalists in
many countries or areas
Percentage of journalists who are
women, 1991 / 1996

Northern Africa

Algeria 2 4

Latin America

Brazil 4 2
Chile 4 0
Ecuador 2 5
Mexico 2 5

Eastern Asia

China 3 3
Hong Kong SAR 3 5

Republic of Korea 1 4

Eastern Europe

Hungary 3 3

Western Europe

Finland 4 9
Germany 4 1
Spain 2 5
United Kingdom 2 5

Other developed regions

Australia 3 3
Canada 2 8
New Zealand 4 5
United States 3 4

Source: National studies reported 
in David H. Weaver, ed., The Global
Journalist: News People Around the
World (Cresskill, New Jersey, Hampton
Press, 1998).

Africa

Northern Africa 2 1 36

Sub-Saharan Africa 20 1 7

Latin America 
and the Caribbean

Caribbean .. a 48

Central America 45 49

South America .. a 40

Asia and Oceania

Eastern, South-eastern and
Southern Asia and Oceania 32 42

Central and Western Asia 43 52

Developed regions

Eastern Europe 37 43

Western Europe 30 27

Other developed regions 30 26



news actors was lowest in Asia (14 per cent) and
highest in North America (27 per cent).47

The study also looked at the extent to which news
stories covered 10 broad issues of “particular concern
to women” (e.g., violence against women, women’s
work and women’s health). Overall, just 11 per cent of
news stories dealt with such issues. According to the
study, in the developing regions, newspapers are more
likely to cover issues of particular concern to women,
while television is less likely to cover such issues.

A second, more geographically limited, study was
carried out in 1997 in Denmark, Finland, Germany,
Netherlands, Norway and Sweden.48 The global study
covered all media (newspapers, radio and television)
but considered only news; the European study covered
only television but considered all types of prime-time
content. Overall, 32 per cent of actors in television
programmes were women. There was also a pro-
nounced difference by age, with older women appear-
ing less frequently: only 20 per cent of participants
aged 50 or older were women.

Women were most often portrayed in roles equat-
ed with low social status: 47 per cent of “ordinary cit-
izens” and 37 per cent of victims were women,
whereas 72 per cent of politicians and 80 per cent of
“experts” were men. This distribution is striking given
that women’s participation in decision-making and
public life in these European countries is high.
Women’s representation in national parliaments, for
example, ranges from 31 per cent in Germany to 43
per cent in Sweden.49

Other recent findings from national studies in
Africa50, Asia51 and Latin America52 confirm the broad
pattern of gender portrayal in the media identified in
both the global and European research.

Change in the media portrayal of women is very dif-
ficult to measure given the almost complete lack of lon-
gitudinal quantitative research in any country. A recent
review of research since 1990 in 19 European countries
concluded that the overall picture of gender portray-
al is no longer monolithic stereotyping of the kind
described in content studies of the 1970s and 1980s.
However, although contemporary studies record greater
diversity in images of women, they also find that new
and highly sexist depictions of female characters coex-
ist alongside more non-traditional roles for women.53

Media representations in general—and of women in
particular—are deeply embedded in political and eco-
nomic contexts. For instance, the media in many Asian
countries have been transformed by the arrival of new
commercial cable and satellite channels, and the priva-
tization of old, state-run media has led to new market-
oriented content. Studies from India and Singapore
point to the often-contradictory ways in which the

media and advertising accommodate women’s multi-
ple identities.54 Images of the “new woman” as an
independent consumer and/or as a hard-headed indi-
vidualist illustrate new stereotypes of women. Other
research notes the emergence of new and highly sexu-
alized images in the commercial media (e.g., in
Cambodia and the Republic of Korea 55), which are
considered shocking and culturally intrusive.

New information and communications media
Sexism and pornography are central concerns in stud-
ies of how the media portray women. However, since
most quantitative research focuses on the traditional
media, there is relatively little information about the
new communications media.

The picture that emerges from most analyses of
new media content is still male-dominated, with rep-
resentations that are frequently sexualized and often
sexist. Online Computer Library Center (OCLC)
research indicates that about 2 per cent of the public
sites on the World Wide Web (a total of about 42,000
sites) contain sexually explicit content.56

Video games are one area that may be changing.
Early research concluded that most games were
strongly gender-stereotyped, with aggressive images
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Sources: Overall and for North
America, Eastern Europe and
Western Europe: “Women’s partici-
pation in the news: global media
monitoring project” (Toronto,
MediaWatch, 1995); for Africa, Asia,
Central America and the Caribbean,
and Oceania: Margaret Gallagher
and My von Euler, “Women’s partici-
pation in the news: Africa” (London,
WACC, 1996) (separate reports 
on Asia, Central America and the
Caribbean, and Oceania); and 
for South America: Gloria Bonder, 
“La participación de las mujeres 
en las noticias: Sud América”
(Buenos Aires, Satélite Eva, Centro
de Estudios de la Mujer, 1996).
a News actors are people inter-

viewed, quoted or described in
detail in the news; newscasts were
monitored in 71 countries in
January 1995.

Chart 4.16:  

Women are a distinct minority of people featured 
in the world’s news media
News actors a in newspapers, television and radio, January 1995

Total 
number

% who 
are women

All countries 21 03 7 17

Africa 720 19

Latin America 
and the Caribbean

Central America 
and the Caribbean 940 24

South America 3 07 5 15

Asia

Eastern, South-eastern  
and Southern Asia 3 538 14

Western Asia 998 14

Developed regions

Eastern Europe 1 0 1 8 15

Western Europe 4 98 7 16

North America 4 056 27

Australia 1 27 3 22

Japan 1 32 30

New Zealand 1 4 7 13



and violent themes that did not appeal to girls.57

Market rather than equity factors  seem to be chang-
ing this picture. In 1996, companies began developing
computer games targeted to girls—games that
emphasize relationships rather than competition and
winning.58 Research by Nintendo in 1999 found that
40 per cent of Gameboy owners were girls. Within
weeks of its launch in October 1999, Gameboy’s “girl-
friendly” computer game “Pokémon” had become the
company’s fastest-selling game.59

A need for new data on “new media”
As this review of media, information and communi-
cations makes clear, statistics are scarce or absent in a
number of key areas. New media are different from
the established mass media in some important
respects. New media, for example, blur the boundaries
between genres and delivery systems and between
producers and users. These and other differences in
structure, production and use require that new
approaches be developed to measure employment in
and use of new media. For instance, because of the
integration of different activities and tasks within new
media, the classification now used in data collection
on employment does not apply. It is necessary to

design new systems and methods to collect employ-
ment data on the new media.

The Internet brings new opportunities but lack of
access to these new technologies may broaden existing
gaps between women and men, among different areas
of the world and among different social groups.
Therefore, it is important to measure access to the new
information and communications technologies
according to characteristics of individual users,
including sex, age and education. Statistics also need
to take into consideration the different contexts in
which new media are used: in homes and offices, as
well as in newer contexts, such as cybercafés, telecot-
tages, new media/arts centres and libraries.

There are almost no data on gender portrayal in
new media products. Studies are needed that look not
only at the quantitative scope of such new phenome-
na as virtual pornography and on-line sexual harass-
ment, but also at the content of new media products,
including computer games, news groups and Internet
broadcasts. This will require the development of rela-
tively complex measurement instruments, because in
the new media representations of women cannot be
separated from constructions of identity, use of lan-
guage and new styles of interaction. ■
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Table 4.A:

Education and literacy

Combined 1st/2nd-level
gross enrolment ratio
(per 100), 1992/1997

W

Girls’ share
of 2nd-

level enrol-
ment (%),
1992/1997

Women’s
share of 3rd-
level enrol-
ment (%),
1992/1997M

Percentage illiterate, 1985/1996

Ages 15-24 Ages 25+

W M W M

3rd-level students 
per 1000 population, 

1992/1997

W M

% teachers 
who are women,

1992/1997

2nd level 3rd level
Africa

Algeria 82 90 48 37.8 13.8 79.5 50.2 10.0 14.7 .. .. ..

Angola .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 45 ..

Benin 35 63 .. 73.1 44.8 88.0 67.3 0.9 4.2 19 .. ..

Botswana 93 90 52 7.7 14.1 40.3 46.8 5.5 6.4 47 43 28

Burkina Faso .. .. 35 .. .. .. .. 0.4 1.3 23 .. ..

Burundi .. .. 39 51.6 40.2 81.8 57.1 0.4 1.1 27 20 11

Cameroon 53 63 .. 29.0 15.0 68.0 43.0 .. .. .. .. ..

Cape Verde 80 85 49 13.6 10.1 63.1 35.0 .. .. .. .. ..

Central African Republic 26 43 29 65.1 37.4 87.2 59.6 0.3 2.1 15 .. ..

Chad 23 47 20 .. .. .. .. 0.1 1.0 13 4 ..

Comoros .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Congo 78 92 43 .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 16 ..

Côte d’Ivoire 38 58 32 62.2 40.1 85.3 63.5 2.1 6.0 25 .. ..

Dem. Rep. of the Congo 41 62 31 .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 17 ..

Djibouti 22 31 41 62.0 38.0 87.0 63.0 0.2 0.3 44 .. ..

Egypt 81 93 45 48.7 28.8 78.8 49.7 14.7 23.2 .. 39 ..

Equatorial Guinea .. .. 35 .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 11 ..

Eritrea 33 41 42 .. .. .. .. 0.2 1.7 13 14 13

Ethiopia 20 33 43 .. .. .. .. 0.2 1.0 19 10 6

Gabon .. .. 47 .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 18 ..

Gambia 46 62 38 .. .. .. .. 1.1 1.9 36 17 23

Ghana 50 64 .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Guinea 20 41 26 .. .. .. .. 0.2 1.9 11 .. 3

Guinea-Bissau .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Kenya 66 68 .. 13.9 8.1 54.2 26.0 .. .. .. .. ..

Lesotho 84 72 59 .. .. .. .. 2.4 2.1 54 53 ..

Liberia .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Libyan Arab Jamahiriya .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 46 .. ..

Madagascar 51 51 49 .. .. .. .. 1.6 1.9 45 .. 29

Malawi 94 106 18 50.9 29.5 74.5 37.2 0.3 0.8 30 .. ..

Mali 20 33 34 81.0 62.0 91.0 76.0 .. .. .. .. ..

Mauritania 42 54 34 61.8 43.1 82.7 59.3 1.3 6.2 18 11 ..

Mauritius 84 82 50 8.3 9.3 31.4 16.9 5.8 6.1 51 45 ..

Morocco 54 71 42 54.0 28.6 79.7 52.9 9.3 13.3 41 31 ..

Mozambique 27 38 39 .. .. .. .. 0.2 0.6 25 17 ..

Namibia 108 103 54 9.6 14.3 35.0 26.8 8.9 5.8 61 46 ..

Niger 14 23 35 90.1 74.8 97.2 86.8 .. .. .. 14 ..

Nigeria 61 77 46 .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 36 ..

Reunion .. .. 50 .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 46 ..

Rwanda 52 55 44 .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 21 ..

Sao Tome and Principe .. .. .. 8.1 4.2 54.1 21.1 .. .. .. .. ..

Senegal 37 48 37 72.0 50.9 87.7 69.5 .. .. .. .. ..

Seychelles .. .. 49 1.5 3.2 20.5 23.3 .. .. .. 50 ..

Sierra Leone .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Somalia .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Country or area
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Table 4.A (cont’d):

Education and literacy

Combined 1st/2nd-level
gross enrolment ratio
(per 100), 1992/1997

W

Girls’ share
of 2nd-

level enrol-
ment (%),
1992/1997

Women’s
share of 3rd-
level enrol-
ment (%),
1992/1997M

Percentage illiterate, 1985/1996

Ages 15-24 Ages 25+

W M W M

3rd-level students 
per 1000 population, 

1992/1997

W M

% teachers 
who are women,

1992/1997

2nd level 3rd level
Africa (cont’d)

South Africa 118 115 54 .. .. .. .. 14.6 15.9 48 64 37

Sudan 40 47 47 40.5a 22.1a 74.1a 42.7a .. .. .. 45 ..

Swaziland 92 96 51 15.7 16.9 46.2 38.4 5.4 7.5 44 43 40

Togo 59 92 27 .. .. .. .. 1.1 5.3 17 12 8

Tunisia 86 91 48 27.8 7.4 67.8 42.2 12.0 14.6 45 38 26

Uganda 44 54 38 36.9 22.8 66.7 37.1 1.0 2.2 33 19 18

United Rep. of Tanzania 41 42 46 .. .. .. .. 0.1 0.7 16 26 11

Western Sahara .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Zambia 63 72 .. 27.7 20.0 53.3 24.6 .. .. 30 .. ..

Zimbabwe 84 89 46 5.6 3.5 32.8b 16.7b 3.7 9.1 37 36 ..

Latin America
and the Caribbean

Antigua and Barbuda .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 87 ..

Argentina 99 97 52 1.5 1.9 4.9 4.4 .. .. .. 66 ..

Aruba .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Bahamas 101 85 55 .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 64 ..

Barbados .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 29.7 21.5 .. .. ..

Belize 97 99 52 20.2c 21.2c 32.6d 32.2d .. .. .. 46 ..

Bolivia .. .. .. 8.3 3.7 36.5 15.7 .. .. .. .. ..

Brazil .. .. .. 9.8 14.6 24.7 22.2 11.7 10.1 53 .. 38

Chile 93 93 51 1.3 1.8 7.5 6.8 22.9 28.1 46 52 ..

Colombia 89 87 51 3.9e 5.3e 11.7 11.1 18.2 17.1 52 48 28

Costa Rica 80 78 51 .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 59 ..

Cuba 96 93 52 .. .. .. .. 12.2 8.0 60 57 45

Dominica .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 47 .. 32

Dominican Republic 86 81 57 .. .. .. .. 26.0 18.6 58 49 32

Ecuador 87 86 50 4.1 3.4 18.6 12.5 .. .. .. .. ..

El Salvador 78 78 52 15.1 15.1 35.7 26.7 19.1 19.6 50 .. 29

French Guiana .. .. 50 .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 53 ..

Grenada .. .. 54 .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Guadeloupe .. .. 52 .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Guatemala 56 63 47 29.3 18.3 49.9 33.6 3.6 11.5 .. .. ..

Guyana 87 85 51 .. .. .. .. 8.9 10.2 48 62 31

Haiti .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Honduras .. .. .. 20.0 23.0 43.0 40.0 8.7 11.0 44 .. 29

Jamaica .. .. 51 6.2 17.1 17.2 26.4 6.6 8.8 .. 67 ..

Martinique .. .. 51 .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 54 ..

Mexico 88 89 49 5.1 4.0 20.4 12.7 14.4 16.8 47 .. ..

Netherlands Antilles .. .. .. 2.5 2.8 5.2 5.0 .. .. .. .. ..

Nicaragua 80 76 53 5.2 4.6 14.8 13.4 12.6 12.0 51 .. 36

Panama .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 32.2 21.6 .. .. ..

Paraguay 80 81 51 4.6 4.1 14.4 9.7 11.0 10.0 55 f .. ..

Peru 97 101 48 7.1g 3.3g 27.6h 10.4h .. .. .. 39 ..

Puerto Rico .. .. .. 5.9 7.8 11.6 11.4 .. .. .. .. ..

Country or area



Table 4.A (cont’d):

Education and literacy

Combined 1st/2nd-level
gross enrolment ratio
(per 100), 1992/1997

W

Girls’ share
of 2nd-

level enrol-
ment (%),
1992/1997

Women’s
share of 3rd-
level enrol-
ment (%),
1992/1997M

Percentage illiterate, 1985/1996

Ages 15-24 Ages 25+

W M W M

3rd-level students 
per 1000 population, 

1992/1997 

W M

% teachers 
who are women,

1992/1997

2nd level 3rd level
Latin America and 
the Caribbean  (cont’d)

Saint Kitts and Nevis .. .. 51 .. .. .. .. .. .. 55 59 61

Saint Lucia .. .. 63 .. .. .. .. .. .. 72 63 49

St. Vincent/Grenadines .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Suriname .. .. 53 .. .. .. .. .. .. 53 60 ..

Trinidad and Tobago 88 87 50 0.7 0.7 5.7 2.4 6.9 8.5 41 .. ..

Uruguay 99 92 .. 1.0 1.8 3.2 4.3 .. .. .. .. ..

US Virgin Islands .. .. 50 .. .. .. .. .. .. 74 .. 48

Venezuela 85 80 57 3.6 5.3 14.1 10.9 .. .. .. 53 ..

Asia

Afghanistan 22 49 25 .. .. .. .. .. .. 34 ..

Armenia .. .. .. 0.1 0.1 2.4 0.8 10.7 8.8 56 .. 41

Azerbaijan 90 87 51 0.1 0.1 5.7 1.5 14.7 15.6 50 .. ..

Bahrain 105 101 51 3.4 2.7 31.0 13.7 19.7 10.6 58 51 29

Bangladesh .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Bhutan .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Brunei Darussalam 93 90 52 1.9 1.9 24.2 9.7 6.4 4.1 57 47 17

Cambodia 68 86 36 .. .. .. .. 0.3 1.7 16 27 17

China i 95 98 46 8.5 3.1 42.0 17.3 3.3 6.1 .. 36 ..

Hong Kong SAR 84 80 49 .. .. .. .. 14.4 18.2 43 50 25

Macao SAR 89 86 53 .. .. .. .. 16.3 17.7 49 .. 30

Cyprus j .. .. 49 0.3 0.4 11.0 2.6 14.7 11.7 56 51 36

Dem. People’s Rep. of Korea .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

East Timor .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Georgia 80 82 49 0.1 0.2 1.8 0.6 29.7 30.4 51 71 ..

India 62 81 38 .. .. .. .. 4.8 7.9 36 .. ..

Indonesia 79 85 45 4.9 2.6 33.5 15.8 8.1 15.2 35 37 ..

Iran (Islamic Rep. of) 83 90 44 18.8 7.5 57.1 35.2 11.9 19.9 36 f 44 18 f

Iraq 58 73 38 19.6 11.5 53.3 31.4 .. .. .. 56 ..

Israel .. .. 50 1.2 0.6 9.2 3.7 35.4 32.8 .. 65 ..

Jordank .. .. 50 3.5 1.9 40.7 14.7 19.4 21.0 47 48 18

Kazakhstan 94 88 52 0.2 0.3 4.9 1.2 30.3 25.7 55 .. ..

Kuwait 68 69 49 15.9 9.3 38.9 25.6 25.9 19.3 62 54 ..

Kyrgyzstan 91 87 .. 0.3 0.3 6.1 1.9 11.5 10.8 52 67 ..

Lao People’s Dem. Rep. 63 80 39 .. .. .. .. 1.5 3.6 30 38 29

Lebanon 95 93 .. .. .. .. .. 26.1 28.2 49 .. 33

Malaysia 84 78 57 5.0 4.4 .. .. .. .. .. 60 ..

Maldives .. .. .. 1.7 1.9 5.2 5.2 .. .. .. .. ..

Mongolia 76 64 57 .. .. .. .. 24.3 10.8 69 66 36

Myanmar 68 70 50 .. .. .. .. 6.9 4.4 .. 74 ..

Nepal .. .. 32 66.9 31.6 89.2l 58.9l .. .. .. 12 ..

Occupied 
Palestinian Territory .. .. 48 .. .. .. .. .. .. 44 43 14

Oman 71 75 48 .. .. .. .. 5.2 5.4 46 48 ..

Country or area
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Table 4.A (cont’d):

Education and literacy

Combined 1st/2nd-level
gross enrolment ratio
(per 100), 1992/1997

W

Girls’ share
of 2nd-

level enrol-
ment (%),
1992/1997

Women’s
share of 3rd-
level enrol-
ment (%),
1992/1997M

Percentage illiterate, 1985/1996

Ages 15-24 Ages 25+

W M W M

3rd-level students 
per 1000 population, 

1992/1997 

W M

% teachers 
who are women,

1992/1997

2nd level 3rd level
Asia (cont’d)

Pakistan .. .. 32 .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 18m

Philippines .. .. .. 3.1 3.7 8.7 7.2 34.0 25.6 57 .. ..

Qatar 83 84 49 8.7 11.4 35.2 25.7 32.8 6.2 73 59 33

Republic of Korea 99 98 48 .. .. .. .. 41.8 70.1 37 39 ..

Saudi Arabia 67 71 46 18.9 6.0 55.3 24.9 15.3 14.0 47 50 30

Singapore 81 85 47 0.9 1.1 21.5 6.0 22.5 27.9 44 .. ..

Sri Lanka 90 87 51 .. .. .. .. 3.9 5.6 44 62 34

Syrian Arab Republic 70 78 46 .. .. .. .. 13.0 18.1 41 44 ..

Tajikistan 82 88 .. 0.3 0.2 4.9 1.6 11.9 25.4 33 .. ..

Thailand .. .. .. 2.0 1.5 11.5 5.7 .. .. .. .. ..

Turkey 69 84 39 11.6 3.4 40.2 13.2 15.2 23.9 38 40 33

Turkmenistan .. .. .. 0.3 0.2 4.8 1.7 .. .. .. .. ..

United Arab Emirates 89 88 50 15.5 19.0 38.3 29.5 17.2 2.8 70 54 14

Uzbekistan 83 91 .. 0.3 0.3 5.8 2.2 .. .. .. .. ..

Viet Nam .. .. .. 6.6 5.9 22.1 7.6 .. .. .. .. 31

Yemen 34 90 20 64.4 17.1 91.8 57.4 1.1 7.3 13 .. ..

Oceania

American Samoa .. .. 46 0.1 0.2 0.5 0.4 .. .. .. 39 ..

Fiji 98 97 49 2.6 2.4 22.6 13.5 .. .. .. 46 33

French Polynesia .. .. 55 .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 46 ..

Guam .. .. .. 0.2 0.1 0.9 0.8 .. .. .. .. ..

Kiribati .. .. 54 .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 39 ..

Marshall Islands .. .. .. 3.9 5.1 13.5 9.0 .. .. .. .. ..

Micronesia (Fed. States of) .. .. .. 4.6 5.8 30.8 23.3 .. .. .. .. ..

New Caledonia 102 99 52 1.1 1.3 10.9 7.9 .. .. .. 42 ..

Palau .. .. .. 0.7 0.5 4.3 2.1 .. .. .. .. ..

Papua New Guinea 45 54 39 .. .. .. .. 2.1 4.2 32 33 ..

Samoa 87 86 50 0.8 1.1 2.3 2.8 .. .. .. 47 ..

Solomon Islands 58 69 38 .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Tonga .. .. 48 .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Vanuatu 58 64 43 .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Developed regions

Albania 86 85 49 .. .. .. .. 11.7 8.5 57 51 31

Andorra .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Australia 122 123 49 .. .. .. .. 56.1 55.0 51 .. 31

Austria 102 104 47 .. .. .. .. 28.2 31.3 48 55 26

Belarus 95 94 .. 0.2 0.2 3.7 0.7 33.2 30.1 55 .. ..

Belgium 127 122 51 .. .. .. .. 33.8 36.1 49 53 36

Bermuda .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Bosnia and Herzegovina .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Bulgaria 83 84 49 0.9 0.8 3.3 1.4 37.2 24.6 61 72 41

Canada 103 104 49 .. .. .. .. 63.3 56.6 53 67 34

Croatia 84 83 49 0.4 0.3 6.1 1.4 18.7 19.4 51 64 34

Country or area



j All enrolment and teaching staff data exclude Turkish
institutions.

k All enrolment and teaching staff data refer to the East
Bank only.

l Data refer to ages 25-69.
m Not including teaching staff in arts and sciences colleges.
n Data refer to ages 20-24.

c Data refer to ages 14-19.
d Data refer to ages 20+.
e Data refer to ages 18-24.
f Not including private universities.
g Data refer to ages 15-29.
h Data refer to ages 30+.
i For statistical purposes, data for China do not include

Hong Kong Special Administrative Region (SAR) and
Macao Special Administrative Region (SAR).

Source: United Nations, Women’s Indicators and
Statistics Database (Wistat), Version 4, CD-ROM, (United
Nations publication, Sales No. E.00.XVII.4), based mainly
on data provided by the United Nations Educational,
Scientific and Cultural Organization.

Note: Two dots (..) indicate that data are not available or
are not reported separately.
a Data refer to northern states only and do not include

homeless and/or nomad populations.
b Data refer to ages 25-64.

Table 4.A (cont’d):

Education and literacy

Combined 1st/2nd-level
gross enrolment ratio
(per 100), 1992/1997

W

Girls’ share
of 2nd-

level enrol-
ment (%),
1992/1997

Women’s
share of 3rd-
level enrol-
ment (%),
1992/1997M

Percentage illiterate, 1985/1996

Country or area Ages 15-24 Ages 25+

W M W M

3rd-level students 
per 1000 population, 

1992/1997 

W M

% teachers 
who are women, 

1992/1997

2nd level 3rd level
Developed 
regions (cont’d)

Czech Republic 101 99 50 .. .. .. .. 17.1 20.4 47 61 52

Denmark 112 111 49 .. .. .. .. 34.7 29.0 55 52 30

Estonia 99 97 52 0.1 0.1 0.6 0.2 29.8 29.3 53 80 49

Finland 113 103 53 .. .. .. .. 43.0 40.7 53 .. ..

France 108 110 49 .. .. .. .. 38.5 33.4 55 59 33

Germany 102 104 48 .. .. .. .. 22.9 29.9 45 49 29

Greece 95 95 49 0.4 0.7 8.4 2.6 30.0 33.1 48 55 34

Hungary 100 99 50 .. .. .. .. 19.7 18.8 53 66 33

Iceland 100 102 48 .. .. .. .. 33.0 22.8 59 .. ..

Ireland 112 108 50 .. .. .. .. 36.6 35.8 51 54 37

Italy 96 97 49 .. .. .. .. 32.0 30.0 53 64 32

Japan 103 103 49 .. .. .. .. 27.2 35.8 44 33 22

Latvia 88 88 51 0.2 0.2 0.8 0.2 24.7 19.8 60 79 49

Liechtenstein .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Lithuania 91 90 50 0.3 0.4 2.6 0.9 25.2 19.3 59 87 47

Luxembourg .. .. 49 .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Malta 92 96 47 1.6 n 4.5 n 15.4 16.3 15.2 16.7 48 45 17

Monaco .. .. 51 .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 61 ..

Netherlands 120 124 47 .. .. .. .. 29.9 33.7 48 31 24

New Zealand 108 105 50 .. .. .. .. 49.9 40.1 56 57 40

Norway 106 109 47 .. .. .. .. 45.6 37.6 55 .. ..

Poland 96 97 49 .. .. .. .. 20.6 17.0 57 .. ..

Portugal 117 115 51 0.7 0.9 18.8 10.5 33.4 27.5 57 .. ..

Republic of Moldova 87 86 50 0.3 0.3 6.8 1.7 22.2 19.9 55 73 45

Romania 86 87 49 1.0 0.8 6.1 1.7 18.9 17.4 53 63 38

Russian Federation 95 91 .. 0.3 0.3 3.8 0.6 31.5 28.2 56 .. ..

San Marino .. .. 48 .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Slovakia 98 95 49 .. .. .. .. 18.6 19.4 50 70 38

Slovenia 94 93 49 0.2 0.2 0.6 0.4 29.8 25.1 56 70 28

Spain 120 114 51 0.4 0.4 6.1 2.4 41.6 38.6 53 52 32

Sweden 126 115 53 .. .. .. .. 32.5 26.9 55 58 36

Switzerland 97 100 47 .. .. .. .. 15.4 26.0 38 .. 41

The FYR of Macedonia 86 88 48 1.4 0.8 11.1 3.3 15.5 12.8 54 51 ..

Ukraine 92 88 .. 1.5 0.2 3.0 0.5 .. .. .. .. ..

United Kingdom 131 119 52 .. .. .. .. 31.0 31.7 51 55 30

United States 99 100 49 .. .. .. .. 58.4 48.2 56 56 39

Yugoslavia 66 63 50 1.3 0.8 12.7 2.7 17.9 15.6 54 55 34
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Table 4.A presents selected statistics on illiteracy, enrolment
at the first, second and third levels of education, and women
teachers at the second and third levels.

Indicators on enrolment have been prepared mainly from sta-
tistics published by the United Nations Educational, Scientific
and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) in its Statistical
Yearbook. UNESCO compiles enrolment statistics from data
provided by national Governments in response to UNESCO
questionnaires. Enrolment data are also included in Women’s
Indicators and Statistics Database (Wistat).

ISCED classifies education at the first, second and third levels
as follows: First-level education refers to schooling the main
function of which is to provide the basic elements of education
(e.g., at elementary school or primary school). The duration of
first-level education varies considerably across countries (any-
where from four to nine years) but lasts for six years in most
countries. Education at the second level is education provided
at middle school, secondary school, high school, teacher-train-
ing school at this level, and schools of a vocational or technical
nature. Second-level education follows at least four years’ previ-
ous instruction at the first level, and provides general and/or
specialized education. Education at the third level is that provid-
ed at university, teachers’ college or higher professional school,
and requires as a minimum condition of admission the success-
ful completion of education at the second level. (See also side-
bar to chapter 4 on levels of education.)

Enrolment data in table 4.A refer, in general, to the beginning of
the school or academic year. While they offer an easy way of
comparing the number of boys and girls enrolled in schools,
these statistics do not reflect differences between boys and
girls in rates of absenteeism, grade repetition and dropping out.

The combined first- and second-level gross enrolment ratio is
defined as total first- and second-level enrolment, regardless of
age, divided by the population of the age group that corre-
sponds to these two levels of education. The ratio shown in the
tables has been multiplied by 100 to make it less cumbersome
to read. It should be noted that the numerator includes all
pupils regardless of age, whereas the population used in the
denominator is limited to the range of official school ages for
the first and second levels. Therefore, for countries with almost
universal education at these levels, the gross enrolment ratio
may exceed 100 if the actual ages of the pupils do not coincide
with official school ages (e.g., as a result of early age at enrol-
ment or repetition of grades).

Rates of illiteracy are prepared from data published by
UNESCO or the United Nations Demographic Yearbook,
based on data from national population censuses or sample
surveys. They are supplemented by published and unpub-
lished data compiled from national sources by consultants
in cooperation with the regional commissions of the United
Nations Economic and Social Council. Data on illiteracy are
also included in Wistat.

The definition of literacy is given in a sidebar to chapter 4.
Persons able to read but not write, as well as those who can
write but not read, are not considered to be literate. This defi-
nition of literacy is widely used in national population census-
es and surveys, but its interpretation and application may
vary to some extent among countries, depending on national,
social and cultural circumstances. Furthermore, this concept
of literacy includes persons who, although familiar with the
basics of reading and writing, might still be considered func-
tionally illiterate. Thus, a measure of functional illiteracy
would also be useful, but such statistics are collected in only a
few countries.

Illiteracy rates are shown separately for the age groups 15-24
and 25 or over. For young people in developing regions, liter-
acy may be a better measure of education than enrolment
since it usually reflects a minimal level of successfully com-
pleted schooling (see box on measuring education). It should
be noted that data are lacking for a number of countries or
areas in the developed regions. This is due to the fact that a
question on literacy was not included in the population cen-
suses, since illiteracy has been reduced to minimal levels
through several decades of universal primary education.

Data on third-level students refer to the number of students
enrolled in the third level of education per 1,000 population.
The ratios have been calculated using the enrolment data pro-
vided by national Governments and the population figures
provided by the Population Division of the United Nations.

The data on women teachers at the second and third levels of
education are taken from the UNESCO Statistical Yearbook, and
are also available in Wistat. In general, data refer to teaching
staff in both private and public institutions, and as far as possi-
ble include both full-time and part-time teachers. They include,
in principle, auxiliary teachers (assistants, demonstrators etc.)
but exclude staff with no teaching duties (guidance personnel,
librarians, administrators, laboratory technicians etc.).

Technical notes



WOMEN AND MEN 
IN THE LABOUR FORCE
Significant changes in the world economy, such as
rapid globalization, fast-paced technological progress
and a growing informalization of work, have, accord-
ing to the International Labour Organization (ILO),
greatly altered women’s labour market status in recent
years. While providing new opportunities for eco-
nomic growth for national and global economies,
these changes have generated major challenges—
meeting the greater demand for skilled jobs, main-
taining the employability of a large segment of the
national labour force and containing the potential
instability arising from such changes. Moreover,
developments in recent years have rekindled concerns
about the unfavourable global employment situation.
For example, the Asian financial crisis of mid-1997
and the amount of excess labour in state and collective
enterprises of countries in transition have led to per-
sistently high levels of unemployment in spite of a
growing labour force.

Among the groups most affected are the young, the
old and the less skilled, and, as the ILO report states,
there is “a bias against women in all these categories”.1

For instance, though women’s entry into the labour
force is increasing all over the world, their participa-

Some important findings:
• Women now comprise an increasing share of the world’s labour force—at least 

one third in all regions except in Northern Africa and Western Asia. 

• Self-employment and part-time and home-based work have expanded opportunities
for women’s participation in the labour force but are characterized by lack of security,
lack of benefits and low income. 

• The informal sector is a larger source of employment for women than for men. 

• More women than before are in the labour force throughout their reproductive years,
though obstacles to combining family responsibilities with employment persist.

• Women, especially younger women, experience more unemployment than men and 
for a longer period of time than men.

• Women remain at the lower end of a segregated labour market and continue to be 
concentrated in a few occupations, to hold positions of little or no authority and to
receive less pay than men. 

• Available statistics are still far from providing a strong basis for assessing both 
quantitative and qualitative changes in women’s employment.

Work

■ CHAPTER 5

tion rates are still lower than men’s. Also, women are
disproportionately being engaged in non-standard
forms of work, such as temporary and casual employ-
ment, part-time jobs, home-based work, self-employ-
ment and working in micro enterprises.

Women’s share of the labour force increasing
Women comprise an increasing share of the labour
force in almost all regions of the world (chart 5.1).
Their economic activity is growing, while men’s is
decreasing slightly (see box on concepts related to the

labour force).

The largest increase over the last two decades took
place in Latin America. In 1980, little more than a
quarter of the labour force was female in Central and
South America; by 1997, women made up a third of
the labour force in Central America and nearly two
fifths in South America. From 1980 to 1997, the pro-
portion of women in the labour force also grew in
Western Europe and the other developed regions, but
remained the same in Eastern Europe.

Women’s share of the labour force also increased in
regions where it has historically been small. In
Northern Africa, women’s share of the labour force
rose from 20 per cent in 1980 to 26 per cent in 1997,
and in Western Asia, from 23 to 27 per cent.

Toward a definition 
of work

There are many ways in which
the term “work” may be 
understood.  Work, in this chap-
ter, refers to the participation of
individuals in productive activi-
ties for which they either
receive remuneration (in cash or
in kind) for their participation or
are unpaid because they are
contributors to a family business
enterprise.  It also includes sub-
sistence production of goods for
their own households and non-
economic activities such as
domestic work, family and elder
care, construction or repair of
owner-occupied buildings, and
volunteer work for which individ-
uals receive no remuneration 
(see box entitled “Toward a more
comprehensive knowledge of all
forms of work”).
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Africa

Northern Africa 20 26
Sub-Saharan Africa 42 43

Southern Africa 40 40
Rest of sub-Saharan
Africa 43 43

Latin America 
and the Caribbean

Caribbean 38 43
Central America 27 33
South America 27 38

Asia

Eastern Asia 40 43
South-eastern Asia 41 43
Southern Asia 31 33
Central Asia 47 46
Western Asia 23 27

Oceania a 35 38

Developed regions

Eastern Europe 45 45
Western Europe 36 42
Other developed

regions 39 44

Source: Prepared by the Statistics
Division of the United Nations
Secretariat from ILO, Key Indicators
of the Labour Market (Geneva,
1999), table 1.
aSparse data for this subregion;
average should be interpreted 
with caution.

Women’s share of the labour force has remained
almost the same in sub-Saharan Africa and in transi-
tion countries in Eastern Europe and Central Asia—
where it already exceeded 40 per cent of the total—and
has remained at 40 per cent in Southern Africa since
1980. The difference in labour force participation of
women and men has historically been very small in
transition countries, and has recently widened slightly
in a few of them. The economic transition has been
accompanied in these countries by a shift in national
labour policy from a guaranteed right to employment
to the simplification of lay-off procedures.2 However,
with weakened state support for families, family
responsibilities are increasingly posing obstacles to
women’s employment.3

Women still represent a third or less of the labour
force in Northern Africa, Western Asia, Southern Asia
and Central America. However, in the developed
regions, Eastern and South-eastern Asia, sub-Saharan
Africa and the Caribbean, women’s share of the labour
force is approaching that of men (chart 5.1).

Gender gap in economic activity 
rate narrowing
Over the last two decades, the differential between
women’s and men’s economic activity rate—i.e., the
proportion of the working-age population in the
labour force—has narrowed from region to region,
as well as within regions.

Women’s increased participation in the labour
force is the result of several social and economic
changes. Women have achieved more control over
their fertility, thus expanding their opportunities for
education and employment. In addition, attitudes
toward employed women have changed, and public
policies on family and childcare, part-time employ-
ment, maternity benefits, and parental and maternal
leave are more favorable to the employment of
women. Economic growth and the expansion of the
service sector, which tends to employ large numbers of
women, are also important factors in many regions
and countries. Policies with respect to micro and small
enterprises, including funding and credit programmes
specifically designed to promote women’s entrepre-
neurship, have played a role in some settings.4

Between 1980 and 1997, women’s economic activi-
ty rate increased in all regions, except in Southern

Africa, Central Asia, Eastern Europe and Oceania,
where it declined by 1 to 5 percentage points. Their
participation in the labour force increased in Latin
America and the Caribbean, with the largest increase
in South America (from 29 to 45 per cent). It also
increased in Eastern and South-eastern Asia (from 56
to 60 per cent and 59 to 62 per cent, respectively); as
well as in the developed regions of Western Europe
and outside Europe (from 42 to 49 per cent and 47 to
56 per cent, respectively). Although the rate increased
in Northern Africa (from 21 per cent to 29 per cent)
and in Western Asia (from 28 to 33 per cent), it
remains relatively low (chart 5.2).

As women’s economic activity rate increased, men’s
declined. Between 1980 and 1997, the rate declined for
men in all regions except the Caribbean, where it
remained the same. In most regions it declined at a
slow pace, by less than 5 percentage points. The high-
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÷ In this and subsequent charts, regional and subregional
averages are unweighted (i.e., the averages do not take into
account the size of the individual countries’ populations)
and are based only upon available data for that region 
(see page xi for fuller explanation).

1980 1997

Chart 5.1÷:

Women’s share of the
labour force has increased
almost everywhere
% of labour force who are women

Source: Prepared by the Statistics Division of 
the United Nations Secretariat from ILO, Key Indicators 
of the Labour Market (Geneva, 1999), table 1.
a Sparse data for this subregion; average should 

be interpreted with caution.

W M

1997

W M

1980

Africa

Northern Africa 21 79 29 77

Sub-Saharan Africa 63 88 62 86

Southern Africa 52 85 47 77

Rest of sub-Saharan Africa 64 89 64 87

Latin America 
and the Caribbean

Caribbean 44 75 53 75

Central America 31 85 39 83

South America 29 81 45 78

Asia

Eastern Asia 57 83 60 80

South-eastern Asia 59 86 62 84

Southern Asia 44 88 45 84

Central Asia 63 76 59 75

Western Asia 28 80 33 78

Oceaniaa 58 88 57 83

Developed regions

Eastern Europe 57 76 53 70

Western Europe 42 75 49 69

Other developed regions 47 78 55 74

Chart 5.2:  

Women’s economic activity rates have increased 
in many regions, while men’s have decreased
Economic activity rate (%)



est decline for men was in Southern Africa, where the
rate decreased by almost 8 percentage points.

In 1997, the economic activity rate of women ranged
from below 10 per cent (Occupied Palestinian Territory)
to more than 80 per cent (United Republic of Tanzania).
More than 60 per cent of adult women were economi-
cally active in sub-Saharan Africa and Eastern and
South-eastern Asia in 1997 (chart 5.2). In 14 countries of
sub-Saharan Africa, three quarters or more of women
are in the labour force (table 5.D). More than half of work-
ing-age (aged 15 or over) women were economically
active in the Caribbean, Central Asia, the developed
regions outside Europe, Eastern Europe and Oceania.

In Western Europe, women’s economic activity
rates were well below the levels of other developed
countries. For example, in Greece, Italy, Luxembourg,
Malta and Spain, less than 40 per cent of women were
economically active (table 5.D).

Economic activity rates of women in 1997 were
lowest in Northern Africa (29 per cent) and Western
Asia (33 per cent). In these regions, the lowest record-
ed rates for women were in Arab countries, where cul-
tural and social factors tend to discourage women’s
work outside the home.5

In 1997, activity rates of men varied within a much
smaller range than those of women—from 69 per cent
in Western Europe to 86 per cent in sub-Saharan
Africa for men, compared with 29 per cent in
Northern Africa to 62 per cent in sub-Saharan Africa
and South-eastern Asia for women (chart 5.2).

More women in labour force 
during reproductive years
More and more, women all over the world are remain-
ing in the labour force throughout their childbearing
years. In the past, a “double peak” pattern was preva-
lent—most women entered the labour force in their
early twenties, left after a few years to bear and raise
children and reentered the labour force toward the
end of their childbearing years. Recent age patterns
indicate that women are finding ways to combine
family responsibilities with market work.6

Through the 1970s, the double peak pattern in
women’s economic participation was most evident in
the developed regions. According to the ILO, age pat-
terns of activity rate for the developed regions
(Europe, North America and Oceania) show that
women’s participation in the labour force was highest
when women were in their early twenties, declined in
their early thirties as they left to bear and rear children,
and rose to a second but lower peak in their forties. In
Latin America and the Caribbean, women’s activity
rate peaked at age 20 to 24 and declined gradually
thereafter; unlike in the developed regions, there was

no sign of women reentering the labour force in the
latter part of their reproductive period. In contrast, in
Africa and Asia, women entered and remained in the
labour force until well beyond their reproductive age.
The age pattern for men was almost uniform across
regions, with men joining the labour force at early ages
and continuing until their retirement at older ages.7

In 1990, labour force participation rates were high
for women in their twenties, rose through their thirties
and forties, and declined only after age 50. Increasingly,
women remain in the labour force during their child-
bearing and child-rearing years.

This change, from a pattern of withdrawal from the
labour force at some point during the reproductive
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The “economically active” population
comprises all persons of either sex who

(a) furnish or (b) are available to furnish
the supply of labour for the production of
goods and services, during a specified ref-
erence period. The reference period is
either of “short” duration—one week or one
day, which defines the current activity sta-
tus of a person, or of “long” duration—one
year, which defines the usual activity status
of a person. As defined by the System of
National Accounts (SNA), economic activity
covers all production oriented to the mar-
ket, some types of non-market production
(including production and processing of
primary products for own consumption),
own-account construction and other pro-
duction of fixed assets for own use. It
excludes unpaid activities, such as unpaid
domestic activities and volunteer commu-
nity services.

The “currently active population”, or
labour force, comprises all persons above
a specified minimum age who were either
employed or unemployed during the spec-
ified reference period. The statistics on
economic characteristics presented in this
chapter refer to persons aged 15 or over,
unless otherwise stated.

“Employed” comprises all persons
above the age specified for measuring the
economically active population who during
the short reference period of one day or

one week (preferred) either worked for pay
or profit, or contributed to a family busi-
ness (or farm) without receiving any remu-
neration (i.e., were unpaid).

“Unemployed” comprises all persons
above the age specified for measuring the
economically active population who during
a specified reference period:
• “did not have any work/job”, i.e., were

not employed;
• were “currently available for work”, i.e.,

were available for paid employment or self-
employment during the reference period; 

• were “seeking work”, i.e., had taken spe-
cific steps in a specified recent period to
seek paid employment or self-employment
(this condition is relaxed in situations
where the conventional means of seeking
employment is not relevant).

“Persons not in the labour force” (or
“population not currently active”) compris-
es all persons not classified as employed or
unemployed during the reference period, as
well as those below the age specified for
measuring the economically active popu-
lation (such as children and young peo-
ple). A person may be inactive for the
following reasons: 
• attending an educational institution; 
• engaging in household duties; 
• retired or old age; 
• other reasons, such as infirmity, 

disability, etc.

a R. Hussmans, F. Merhan and V. Verma, Surveys of Economically Active Population,
Employment, Unemployment and Underemployment: An ILO Manual on Concepts and
Methods. (Geneva, 1990), chapter 3.

Concepts related to the labour force a



years to a pattern of uninterrupted participation, is most
visible in Europe and North America, where patterns of
economic activity for women have come to resemble
those of men. Trends for women in Latin America and
the Caribbean parallel trends in the developed regions,
but activity rates are generally lower. In Africa, where
women’s participation in economic activity has always
been high throughout their lives—even during their
childbearing years—little has changed. Asia’s pattern is

similar to Africa’s, although in Asia the economic activ-
ity rates by age differ widely among countries.8

Still, some variations in the national patterns
emerge in all regions (chart 5.3), reflecting differing lev-
els of economic development as well as cultural atti-
tudes toward women’s participation in economic
activity.9 In both Poland and Zimbabwe, women’s
activity rate is almost as high as men’s at all ages and
the age pattern resembles that of men. In Mexico and
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Chart 5.3:

Age patterns of economic activity vary more for women than for men across countries, 
particularly during the reproductive years.

Age Group

Zimbabwe, 1997

100

80

60

40

20

0

15-19 25-29 35-39 45-49 55-59 65-69 75+

A
ct

iv
it

y
 r

at
e

 (
%

)

Japan, 1998
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Tunisia, on the other hand, women’s participation rate
remains low compared with men’s at all ages, and there
is little indication of temporary withdrawal from the
labour force by women. Women’s participation rate,
however, peaks at an earlier age in Tunisia (20 to 24
years) than in Mexico (35 to 39 years), and continues
to decline gradually thereafter in both countries. In
Japan and the Republic of Korea, the double peak pat-
tern persists, with the first peak occurring at age 20 to
24 in both countries, and the second peak occurring at
age 45 to 49 in Japan and earlier (age 40 to 44) in the
Republic of Korea.

Economic activity rate declining 
for older men, varies for older women
Demographic changes, such as the decline in fertility
rates, increase in life expectancy and the resulting age-
ing of populations (see chap. 1) are some of the factors
affecting the age structure of the labour force. Having
fewer children allows women to spend more of their
adult years in the labour force, while the recorded
increase in life expectancy implies that both women
and men could retire later in life. However, in coun-
tries where pension plans provide economic security
at older ages, there has been a steady decline in the
average age of retirement from the labour market
since 1950, for both men and women.10 Many women
and men, especially in developing countries where
there are fewer pension plans offered, remain eco-
nomically active until late in life (chart 5.4).

In all regions, fewer older women participate in
the labour force than older men. This difference can
be attributed in part to the fact that in some countries
women qualify for a state pension two to five years
earlier than men.11

Among regions, sub-Saharan Africa had the highest
rate of economic activity for both women and men
aged 65 or over—37 per cent and 65 per cent, respec-
tively, in 1997. The economic activity rate for both
women and men was also high in Oceania, with 31 per
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Source: Prepared by the Statistics
Division of the United Nations
Secretariat from ILO, Key 
Indicators of the Labour Market
(Geneva, 1999), table 1.
a Sparse data for this subregion;

average should be interpreted 
with caution.
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1997

W M

1980

Africa

Northern Africa 10 41 6 31

Sub-Saharan Africa 37 71 35 65

Latin America 
and the Caribbean

Caribbean 13 37 10 27

Central America 13 57 13 51

South America 8 44 12 34

Asia

Eastern Asia 14 35 12 28

South-eastern Asia 23 53 22 46

Southern Asia 20 62 20 56

Central Asia 3 9 4 11

Western Asia 5 38 4 30

Oceaniaa 34 57 31 55

Developed regions

Eastern Europe 8 22 7 15

Western Europe 5 15 4 9

Other developed regions 7 20 7 17

Chart 5.4:  

Economic activity rates for older women and men
have declined in most regions
Economic activity rate of persons aged 65 or over (%)

Measuring and valuing unpaid work in national
statistics was one of the main issues at the

Fourth World Conference on Women at Beijing in
1995, as at all previous global women’s confer-
ences. The Beijing Platform for Action recom-
mended a detailed and ambitious agenda of
actions to improve data on the full contribution
of women and men to the economy. One of the
key recommendations concerned the prepara-
tion of satellite accounts to value unpaid work in
the framework of national accounts—work that is
an important aspect of women’s contribution to
society. However, discussions with national stat-
isticians made it clear that new accounting
required new data, specifically time-use data.

Since 1995, and for the first time, many
developing countries are undertaking time-use
surveys as part of their official statistical activi-
ties. Nearly 20 pilot or full national surveys have
either been undertaken or are in an advanced
stage of planning, and plans are now underway
for several more (see box on time-use surveys in

developing countries).

Although time-use surveys are a regular part of
the official statistical system in many developed
countries, the United States has been a notable

exception. However, a proposal for a national time-
use survey has now been made there.

The Beijing Platform for Action stressed the
importance of collaboration between producers
of statistics and user groups. To this end, the
United Nations Statistics Division, the ILO and the
United Nations Development Programme (UNDP)
are working with Women in Informal Employment:
Globalizing and Organizing (WIEGO)a to improve
statistics on the informal sector, especially
for women.

a WIEGO is a worldwide coalition of grass-roots organizations, academic and research institutions and
international organizations concerned with improving policies, programmes, research and statistics in
support of women in the informal sector of the economy.

New partnerships to improve data on paid and unpaid work



cent of older women and 55 per cent of older men in
the labour force. In the other regions, the economic
activity rate of women was less than half that of older
men. With the exception of Central and Western Asia,
Northern Africa and the developed regions, the rate for
older women was between 10 and 22 per cent, while
that of older men was between 27 and 56 per cent.
Fewer than 5 per cent of older women were economi-
cally active in the transition economies of Central Asia
and in Western Asia and in Western Europe.

Between 1980 and 1997, the activity rate of women
aged 65 or over has remained almost the same in all
regions except Northern Africa, where it declined
from 10 to 6 per cent, and South America, where it
increased from 8 to 12 per cent. For men in the same
age range, the activity rate declined in all regions
except Central Asia and Oceania, where it remained
almost the same.

The low economic activity rates of older women
and men are of concern in many countries in the
developed regions. The trend in these countries has
been toward earlier retirement; the baby boom gener-
ation is reaching retirement and financing of retire-
ment systems is in question, given that a declining
economically active population has to support more
and more non-economically active people.11

Services sector main source 
of employment for women and men
Over the last two decades, the global labour force has
continued to evolve from a largely agricultural
labour force to an industrial and a service labour
force. An agricultural labour force is now character-
istic of low-income countries, while a predominant-
ly service-oriented labour force is a feature of the
industrialized countries of Western Europe and
other developed regions12 (see box on economic sectors).

Women work primarily in the services sector in
almost all regions. The only exceptions are sub-Saharan
Africa and Southern Asia, where the agriculture sector
has the highest proportion of women (65 to 66 per cent),
and South-eastern and Central Asia, where women are
almost equally represented in agriculture and services.

Men’s pattern of distribution across economic
sectors is similar to that of women in all regions
except Central America and Eastern Europe. In
Central America 40 per cent of men were in agricul-
ture and 38 per cent were in services, and in Eastern
Europe 44 per cent were in industry and 39 per cent
were in services (chart 5.5).

Even when women and men are concentrated in
the same sector, the degree of concentration in that
sector is higher for women than for men. In services,
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Source: Prepared by the
Statistics Division of the United

Nations Secretariat from ILO, 
Key Indicators of the Labour

Market (Geneva, 1999), table 4.

Female labour force

Chart 5.5:

In most regions, the employment of women and men is concentrated in the services sector
Percentage distribution of the labour force, each sex, 1990/1997

Agriculture Industry Services

Male labour force

Agriculture Industry ServicesAfrica

Northern Africa 30 21 48 17 31 52

Sub-Saharan Africa 65 7 28 57 16 27

Latin America 
and the Caribbean

Caribbean 6 12 80 17 29 53

Central America 8 18 73 40 22 38

South America 5 13 81 12 31 56

Asia

Eastern Asia 14 23 63 11 33 56

South-eastern Asia 46 13 41 45 20 35

Southern Asia 66 18 15 54 13 32

Central Asia 42 14 43 39 24 34

Western Asia 21 16 63 17 33 50

Developed regions

Eastern Europe 16 29 55 17 44 39

Western Europe 5 16 79 7 38 55

Other developed regions 3 13 84 6 31 64



where women and men are most concentrated (for
example, in the Caribbean, South America, Eastern
and Western Asia, and Western Europe), the propor-
tion of women is 7 to 28 percentage points higher
than that of men; in Northern Africa, the proportion
of women in services is slightly lower than the pro-
portion of men (48 and 52 per cent, respectively).

Women also differ from men in the degree of their
participation in industry. Between 1990 and 1997, fewer
than 20 per cent of economically active women were in
this sector in all but three regions: Eastern Europe (29
per cent), Eastern Asia (23 per cent) and Northern
Africa (21 per cent). In contrast, at least 20 per cent of
men were in industry in all regions except sub-Saharan
Africa (16 per cent) and Southern Asia (13 per cent).

In South America, the Caribbean, Eastern and
Western Asia, Western Europe and the developed
regions outside Europe, industry is the second major
source of jobs for men after services; it is the main
source in Eastern Europe.

Self-employment increasing, 
especially for women in some regions
The trend in labour markets around the world has
been toward less formalized and more flexible forms of

employment. In the developed regions, more people are
modifying their involvement in the labour market by
reducing the number of hours they work or by choos-
ing self-employment.13 For the developing countries,
the limited job creation in the formal sector has led to a
growing informal sector (see box on elements of a definition of

the informal sector) and an increase in self-employment.14

Many women with family responsibilities, in particular
those who have no access to affordable childcare, often
need flexibility in the timing, quantity and type of
employment they engage in so as to maintain a rea-
sonable balance between labour market work and
household responsibilities.15

Paid employment
Employees represent the largest category of the labour
force for both women and men, except in sub-Saharan
Africa (excluding Southern Africa) and Southern Asia
(chart 5.6), where only about a third of economically
active women are employees.16 More than 50 per cent
of women are in paid employment in all other
regions. The patterns are similar for men. However,
the proportion of employees among men is higher
than among women, except in the Caribbean, Central
America, the developed regions and Eastern Asia.
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Wage and
salaried
workers

Chart 5.6

Wage and salaried work is the predominant form of employment for women and men in most regions 
Percentage distribution of the labour force, each sex, 1990/1997

Female labour force Male labour force

Self-
employed
workers

Contributing
family

workers

Wage and
salaried
workers

Self-
employed
workers

Contributing
family

workers

Africa

Northern Africa 62 10 25 65 26 7

Southern Africa 55 11 22 67 10 14

Rest of sub-Saharan Africaa 30 27 35 37 36 18

Latin America 
and the Caribbean

Caribbean 81 15 2 71 24 2

Central America 63 28 7 61 32 6

South America 58 31 7 61 33 3

Asia

Eastern Asia 81 10 8 77 21 1

South-eastern Asia 53 20 25 54 35 9

Southern Asia 36 20 40 40 41 11

Western Asia a 54 8 34 60 32 7

Developed regions

Eastern Europe 84 10 6 79 17 4

Western Europe 85 11 4 79 20 1

Other developed regions 87 10 3 84 15 1

Source: Prepared by the 
Statistics Division of the United
Nations Secretariat from ILO, 
Key Indicators of the Labour 
Market (Geneva, 1999), table 3.
a Sparse data for this 
subregion; average should be 
interpreted with caution.



hand, it can imply a high level of job insecurity and
does carry with it a lack of such protections as mater-
nity and parental leave.

In developing countries that have embarked on
structural adjustment programmes, reduction in
modern sector employment has compelled more
women to seek income-earning opportunities to help
maintain their families’ living standards; increasing
numbers of women are being reported as self-
employed in those countries.

Regional averages indicate that women are less
likely than men to be self-employed—either as own-
account workers or employers (chart 5.6). In Southern
Africa, however, there is little difference. In Eastern
and Southern Asia and Northern Africa, the propor-
tion of self-employed, economically active men is at
least twice as high as the proportion of women; in
Western Asia it is four times as high. In Central and
South America, the proportion of self-employed, eco-
nomically active men is less than 2 per cent higher
than that of women, and in the other regions, 30 to 80
per cent higher.

One in 10 economically active women is self-
employed in the developed regions, Eastern Asia,
Northern and Southern Africa, and the few countries
of Western Asia for which data are reported. In con-
trast, 2 out of 10 economically active women are self-
employed in South-eastern and Southern Asia, and
about 3 out of 10 in sub-Saharan Africa (excluding
Southern Africa) and in Latin America.

Among the self-employed, own-account workers
generate employment for themselves and their fami-
lies, while employers provide salaried jobs for those
seeking work. Few countries, however, distinguish
employers from own-account workers in data on self-
employment. Proportionately more men than women
are employers. Among both sexes (in all countries
except Austria, Estonia and Germany) there are fewer
employers than own-account workers (chart 5.7).19

At the regional level, in Central and South America,
Western Europe and the developed regions outside
Europe, about 3 per cent of women and between 6 and
8 per cent of men are employers. In the Caribbean,
Eastern Europe and South-eastern Asia, about 2 per cent
of women and 4 to 6 per cent of men are employers.

Compared with employers, own-account workers
represent a numerically important category of work-
ers for both women and men. In the developed
regions and in Latin America and the Caribbean,
own-account workers represent from 6 to 32 per cent
of the female labour force and from 11 to 27 per cent
of the male labour force. In South America, which has
the highest percentage of own-account workers, there
are 10 times as many women own-account workers as

Although the majority of economically active
women are paid workers in Central and South America
and Northern Africa, there are wide variations from
country to country. In Egypt and Peru, for example,
only about a third of women are paid workers, while
more than three quarters of women are paid workers
in Guatemala, Honduras and Morocco (table 5.D).

The proportion of men working as paid employees
varies much less across regions, ranging from 37 per
cent to 84 per cent in the developed regions outside
Europe. Men who are not paid employees tend to be
self-employed rather than unpaid family workers.

Self-employment
According to the International Labour Office, paid
employment is increasingly incorporating different
forms of work arrangements that deviate from what
used to be the dominant mode of employment —“sta-
ble, waged employment with clear-cut job descrip-
tions” 17 (see box on status in employment). Although these
non-standard forms of employment for employees,
such as part-time employment and temporary
employment, have provided increased opportunities
for employment, especially for women, they have also
undermined both the stability of employment 
(including job tenure) and the quality of employment.18

All over the world, self-employment provides some
women and men, especially those who have failed to
secure paid jobs, with a means of contributing income
to the family. Self-employment in turn can provide
others with either regular or temporary jobs and can,
therefore, help to ease unemployment. Sometimes
self-employment makes it easier for women to com-
bine family responsibilities and unpaid subsistence
work with income-earning activities. On the other
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The classification of individuals by eco-
nomic sector is done in accordance with

the main economic activity carried out
where the work is performed. The three
major economic sectors—agriculture, indus-
try and services—are defined as follows: a

• Agriculture covers farming, animal hus-
bandry, hunting, forestry and fishing. 

• Industry comprises mining and quarrying
(including oil production), manufacturing,

electricity, gas and water supply, and con-
struction. 

• Services covers wholesale and retail
trade; hotels and restaurants; transport,
storage and communications; financial
intermediation; real estate, renting and
business activities; public administration,
social security and defence; education;
health and social work; and other com-
munity, social and personal services.b

a See United Nations, The World’s Women 1970-1990: Trends and Statistics (United Nations
publication, Sales No. E.90.XVII.3).

b United Nations, International Standard Industrial Classification of all Economic Activities,
Revision 3 (United Nations publication, Sales No. E.90.XVII.11).

Economic sectors



largest increase, from 31 to 75 per cent, was in sub-
Saharan Africa (excluding Southern Africa). The pro-
portion of self-employed non-agricultural workers
also more than doubled in Eastern Europe (from 3 to
8 per cent) (chart 5.8). In all the other regions, self-
employment has remained almost the same among
the non-agricultural labour force.

The proportion of self-employed among non-agri-
cultural women workers doubled in sub-Saharan Africa
(excluding Southern Africa)—from 44 per cent in 1970
to 90 per cent in 1990. The proportion also increased in
Northern Africa, South America, Southern Asia and
Eastern and Southern Europe—from 1 to 9 per cent in
Poland and from 20 to 30 per cent in Italy.

employers and three times as many men own-account
workers as employers. Too few countries report in Asia
and Africa for regional averages to be calculated.

Self-employment of
the non-agricultural labour force
Self-employment in non-agricultural activities such as
petty trading, service repairs, transport and small
manufacturing activities increased in almost all
regions between 1970 and 1990.

Between 1970 and 1990, the proportion of the non-
agricultural labour force that was self-employed
increased in all parts of Africa, South America,
Southern Asia and Eastern and Southern Europe. The
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Percentage in female 
labour force, 1990 / 1997

Chart 5.7

Proportionately fewer women than men are employers

Own-
account
workers

Employers

Percentage in male 
labour force, 1990 / 1997

Own-
account
workers

Employers

Percentage in female 
labour force, 1990 / 1997

Own-
account
workers

Employers

Percentage in male 
labour force, 1990 / 1997

Own-
account
workers

Employers

Asia (cont’d)

Pakistan <1 13 1 46

Singapore 2 3 8 9

Sri Lanka 1 15 3 31

Thailand 1 20 4 40

Eastern Europe 2 6 5 11

Czech Republic 4 5 7 10

Estonia 1 1 4 4

Hungary 3 5 6 10

Latvia 2 9 5 10

Romania 1 16 2 24

Slovakia 1 2 3 5

Slovenia 2 6 4 12

Western Europe 3 10 8 16

Austria 3 5 7 5

Germany 4 3 6 7

Greece 3 16 10 32

Iceland 3 7 9 14

Ireland 3 5 7 20

Portugal 4 22 8 20

Spain 3 12 7 16

Other 
developed regions 3 8 6 12

Australia 3 8 5 12

Japan 1 7 4 10

New Zealand 4 8 10 15

Source: ILO, Key Indicators of the Labour Market
(Geneva, 1999), table 3.

Africa

Tunisia 1 13 3 22

Caribbean 2 15 4 20

Antigua and Barbuda 3 13 5 15

Barbados <1 9 1 15

Dominican Republic 1 29 5 43

Grenada 2 10 5 12

Jamaica 2 29 3 40

Netherlands Antilles 1 3 4 6

St. Kitts and Nevis 3 11 5 12

S.t Vincent/Grenadines 3 15 7 20

Trinidad and Tobago 2 14 5 20

Central America 3 25 7 27

Belize 4 17 9 25

Costa Rica 4 18 9 20

El Salvador 3 38 7 24

Honduras 2 39 6 36

Mexico 2 22 6 26

Panama 2 17 4 33

South America 3 32 8 26

Bolivia 4 40 12 23

Colombia 3 25 6 32

Ecuador 5 28 10 28

Paraguay 2 23 5 15

Peru 3 42 8 32

Asia 2 11 4 30

Bangladesh <1 8 <1 43

Israel 5 4 10 9



Women’s self-employment outside the agricultural
sector has declined in Central America, Eastern and
South-eastern Asia, Western Asia, Northern and
Western Europe and the developed regions outside
Europe. In Eastern and South-eastern Asia, the
decrease may be attributed to the industrialization
process, during which many self-employed women
became piece-rate home-workers or employees in
other types of insecure and low-income jobs.

Contributing family workers
The self-employed, especially own-account workers
who do not employ regular or permanent paid employ-
ees, often depend on family members for any addition-
al labour the business may require. These family
members are unpaid, and are referred to as “contribut-
ing family workers”.20 A larger proportion of women
than men is classified as contributing family workers in
each of the regions for which data are reported (chart 5.9).

At the regional level, the highest percentages of female
contributing family workers are in Africa (between 22
and 35 per cent) and Asia (between 25 and 40 per cent);
in Eastern Asia, however, 8 per cent of women are
reported in this category. The percentage of contribut-
ing family workers among economically active women
is as high as 77 per cent in Bangladesh, 65 per cent in
Ethiopia and 62 per cent in Pakistan. In contrast, fami-
ly workers represent 2 to 7 per cent of the female labour
force (table 5.D) in the developed regions and in Latin
America and the Caribbean.

Contributing family workers make up 1 to 7 per
cent of the male labour force in all regions except
Southern Africa and the rest of sub-Saharan Africa,
South-eastern Asia and Southern Asia.

More women in small enterprise sector 
The emergence of private enterprises such as those in
transition countries of Central and Eastern Europe, as
well as the Russian Federation, has played a key role in
the development of market economies and has con-
tributed to the creation of job opportunities in these
countries.21 For example, small enterprises—defined
in Lithuania as enterprises having up to 50 employees
and an annual gross income not exceeding 500,000
litas (approximately US$ 125,000)—comprised 34 per
cent of all enterprises in 1997.22

According to the ILO, more self-employed women
are becoming involved in the micro and small enter-
prise sector (see box on elements of a definition of micro and

small enterprises). Such business enterprises are fostering
economic growth and development worldwide, and
their role is particularly critical in job creation and
poverty reduction.23 The number of women business
owners, creators and operators rose in nearly every
member country of the Organisation for Economic
Cooperation and Development (OECD) during the
last decade.24 In the United States, between 1987 and
1996, the number of firms created and managed by
women has grown twice as fast as the number of firms
set up and managed by men.25

Unemployment higher 
for women than for men
Unemployment data are difficult to compare across
countries because definitions and data sources vary.
Even within a country, it is difficult to compare unem-
ployment (or general labour force) data. Unemployment
may lead to the depreciation of skills 26, especially in
highly technical and fast-evolving fields such as infor-
mation technology.

The unemployment rate—the percentage of people
in the labour force who are unemployed—was higher
for women than for men in 1997 in all regions for
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Source: Prepared by Jacques Charmes as consultant to the Statistics
Division of the United Nations Secretariat.

a Sparse data for this subregion; average should be 
interpreted with caution.

b Southern Europe includes Greece, Italy, Portugal and Spain.

c Northern and Western Europe includes Austria, Belgium, Denmark,
Finland, France, Germany, Ireland, the Netherlands, Norway, 
Sweden and the United Kingdom.

1970 1990

Percentage of female 
non-agricultural labour force 

who are self-employed

1970 1990

Percentage of total 
non-agricultural labour force 

who are self-employed

Africa

Northern Africa 23 34 15 26

Southern Africa a 18 23 22 29

Rest of sub-Saharan Africa 31 75 44 90

Latin America 
and the Caribbean

Caribbean a 43 .. 43 ..

Central America a 25 25 25 18

South America 29 41 28 36

Asia

Eastern and South-eastern Asia 27 27 31 29

Southern Asia 33 44 31 35

Western Asia 24 25 20 18

Developed regions

Eastern Europe 3 8 4 6

Southern Europe b 21 25 17 21

Northern and Western Europec 11 10 9 7

Other developed regions 10 11 10 9

Chart 5.8:  

Women’s self-employment has increased where self-employment 
as a proportion of the non-agricultural labour force has grown



which data are available. Only in the developed regions
outside Europe was the unemployment rate the same
for women and men (chart 5.10). In Greece, Italy and
Spain, women’s unemployment rate was about twice as
high as that of men (table 5.A). The same was true in the
Dominican Republic, Guyana and Jamaica.

The lowest unemployment rates for women and
for men were in Thailand and Uzbekistan (1 per
cent), and the highest was in the Former Yugoslav
Republic of Macedonia (46 per cent for women and
35 per cent for men).

Between 1990 and 1997, the unemployment rate
for women increased by 2 to 5 percentage points in
Northern Africa, Central and South America, and
Eastern and Western Europe. The rate for men also
increased in these regions, by 1 to 7 percentage points.
The rate remained the same for men in South America
and for both women and men in Asia (chart 5.10).

Unemployment rates are generally lower for

women and men with higher levels of education. Two
notable exceptions are Eastern Europe, where rates
are highest for women and men with secondary edu-
cation, and the developed regions outside Europe,
where rates for women do not vary according to the
level of education. Generally, among workers with
only a primary education the unemployment rate is
higher for men. In contrast, among workers with a
secondary or higher education more women than
men are unemployed.27

Young people, especially young women, suffer from
unemployment due to a variety of reasons: negative
attitudes toward inexperienced young workers, lack of
skills arising out of limited job experience, and their
particular vulnerability to a poor economic environ-
ment.28 The unemployment rate varied widely in the
1990s for both young men and women (aged 15 to 24
years)—from 5 per cent in Eastern Asia to 39 per cent
in the Caribbean for younger women; and from 5 per
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Chart 5.9

More women workers than
men workers are unpaid  
Percentage of labour force who
are contributing family workers a,
1990 / 1997

Africa

Northern Africa 25 7
Southern Africa 22 14
Rest of sub-Saharan 

Africa b 35 18

Latin America 
and the Caribbean

Caribbean 2 2
Central America 7 6
South America 7 3

Asia

Eastern Asia 8 1
South-eastern Asia 25 9
Southern Asia 40 11
Western Asia b 34 7

Developed regions

Eastern Europe 6 4
Western Europe 4 1
Other developed regions 3 1

Source: Prepared by the Statistics
Division of the United Nations
Secretariat from ILO, Key Indicators
of the Labour Market (Geneva, 1999),
table 3.
a Sometimes referred to as “unpaid

family workers”.
b Sparse data for this subregion;

average should be interpreted 
with caution.

W M

Employment, as defined by the Thirteenth Conference of
Labour Statisticians (Geneva, 1992), is comprised of

two broad categories: “paid employment” and “self-
employment”.

Paid employment includes persons who during the ref-
erence period were either (a) “at work”, i.e., performed
some work for wage or salary, in cash or in kind, or (b)
“with a job but did not work”, i.e., were temporarily not at
work but who had a formal attachment to their job, having
already worked in their current job.

Self-employment includes persons who during the ref-
erence period either (a) were “at work”, i.e., performed
some work for profit or family gain, in cash or in kind, or
(b) had an enterprise, such as a business or commercial
enterprise, a farm or a service undertaking, but were tem-
porarily not at work for any specific reason.

The International Classification of Status in Employment
(ICSE), adopted in 1993, provides guidelines for classifying
jobs in the labour market on the basis of the type of explic-
it or implicit contract of employment an individual has with
his or her employer or other persons.  Five major groups and
a residual category are presented in ICSE-93: employees,
employers, own-account workers, members of producer
cooperatives and contributing family workers.

Employees are all those who hold paid employment
jobs and are typically remunerated by wages and salaries,
but may also be paid by commission from sales, or by
piece-rates, bonuses or in-kind payments, such as food,
housing or training.

Employers are those who, working on their own account
or with one or several partners, hold self-employment jobs
and have engaged on a continuous basis one or more per-
sons to work for them in their businesses as employees.

Own-account workers are those workers who, working
on their own account or with one or several partners, hold
self-employment jobs and have not engaged any employ-
ees on a continuous basis.

Members of producers’ cooperatives are workers who
hold self-employment jobs in a cooperative producing goods
and services, in which each member has equal say in deci-
sions regarding production, sales, investments and distribu-
tion of proceeds.

Contributing family workers (referred to in previous
classifications as unpaid family workers) hold a self-
employment job in a market-oriented establishment (i.e.,
business or farm) operated by a relative living in the same
household who cannot be regarded as partner because
her/his degree of commitment to the operation of the
establishment is not at a level comparable to that of the
head of the establishment.

For analytical purposes, employers and own-account
workers are sometimes combined and referred to as
“self-employed”. Workers in paid employment are
referred to as “wage and salaried workers”. The catego-
ry of contributing family workers, though considered part
of the group of “self-employment jobs”, is usually
analysed separately, since these jobs, unlike other self-
employment jobs, are unpaid.

Status in employmenta

a ILO, Yearbook of Labour Statistics 1998 (Geneva); see also ILO, Bulletin of Labour Statistics, 1993–2.



cent in sub-Saharan Africa to 35 per cent in Northern
Africa for younger men. Unemployment rates for
youth were more than twice the corresponding rates
for the economically active adult population in all
regions. The ratio of the youth unemployment rate to
the adult rate was highest in Africa. In sub-Saharan
Africa (excluding Southern Africa), young women’s
unemployment rate was 10 times that of adult
women, while young men’s unemployment rate was 5
times that of adult men (chart 5.11).

Long-term unemployment
Long-term unemployment—defined as unemployment
of a year or longer—is a significant portion of overall
unemployment. In 1996/97, almost half of all unem-
ployed women and men in Eastern Europe and about 40
per cent in Western Europe had been unemployed for a
year or more. In the Caribbean, 38 and 27 per cent of
unemployed women and men, respectively, were unem-
ployed long-term, as were 25 and 21 per cent in Asia. In
the developed regions outside Europe, 15 per cent and
22 per cent, respectively, of unemployed women  and
men in the labour force had been unemployed for a year
or more.29 Official statistics may tend to understate the
level of long-term unemployment, since those affected
are the most likely to become discouraged and therefore
stop seeking employment. The groups considered most
susceptible to long-term unemployment are those with
a low level of education and older workers, as well as
women, who are at greater risk of either not finding jobs
or of losing their jobs.30

Gender differences in long-term unemployment
rates and trends during the 1990s vary across regions.
Long-term unemployment affects more men than
women in the developed regions outside Europe. The
rate is similar for men and women in Eastern Europe,
while it is higher for women in Asia, the Caribbean
and Western Europe. In Latin America, the rate for
women was lower than for men between 1990 and
1993, but exceeded men’s thereafter. In both Asia and
Latin America, the gap between women’s and men’s
long-term unemployment rates has increased since
1994 (chart 5.12).

WORK IN THE INFORMAL SECTOR 
The informal sector (see box on elements of a definition of the

informal sector) accounts for a significant share of
women’s participation in the labour force. In the infor-
mal sector, women can create their own jobs, and in
many countries it is their main source of employment.

The full extent of women and men’s participation
in the informal sector and the value of their contribu-
tion to production is still unknown. Until recently, the
lack of both a standard definition of the sector and a
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Source: Prepared by the Statistics Division 
of the United Nations Secretariat from 
ILO, Key Indicators of the Labour Market 
(Geneva, 1999), table 8a.

W M

1997

W M

1990

Africa

Northern Africa 19 10 24 17

Latin America 
and the Caribbean

Caribbean 20 13 17 12

Central America 9 7 11 8

South America 10 8 12 8

Asia 6 4 6 4

Developed regions

Eastern Europe 10 7 12 11

Western Europe 8 5 10 7

Other developed regions 6 6 6 7

Chart 5.10:  

Women’s unemployment rates 
remained higher than men’s but the gap 
has narrowed in some regions
Unemployment rate (%)

Source: Prepared by the Statistics Division of the United 
Nations Secretariat from ILO, Key Indicators of the Labour 
Market (Geneva, 1999), table 9.

W M

Chart 5.11: 

Youths have more difficulty than adults in securing jobs, and young women 
have more difficulty than young men

Youth 
unemployment

rate (%), 1990/1997

W M

Ratio of youth unemployment
rate to adult unemployment 

rate, 1990/1997

Africa

Northern Africa 37 35 6 7

Sub-Saharan Africa 6 5 10 5

Latin America 
and the Caribbean

Caribbean 39 24 3 3

Central America 18 12 4 3

South America 21 16 3 4

Asia

Eastern Asia 5 9 3 4

South-eastern Asia 9 7 5 5

Southern Asia 25 14 2 4

Developed regions

Eastern Europe 21 19 3 3

Western Europe 18 15 2 3

Other developed regions 12 13 2 3



common methodology for data collection rendered
the informal economy largely invisible and hampered
comparison across countries and between different
sources of information. The 1993 adoption of an
international definition of the informal sector 31 has
made possible data collection and statistical estima-
tion for this sector. However, due to its wide-ranging
activities (from street-vending to small-scale manu-
facturing) and diverse modes of operation, the infor-
mal sector is characteristically difficult to measure.

Informal sector a larger source 
of employment for women than for men
Data on the composition of the non-agricultural
labour force show the importance of the informal
sector in many countries of the developing regions
(chart 5.13). In some countries of sub-Saharan Africa,
virtually all of the female non-agricultural labour
force is in the informal sector—97 per cent in Benin
and Chad and 96 per cent in Mali. Close to half or
more of the female non-agricultural labour force is in
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Chart 5.12:

The differences in long-term unemployment rates for women 
and men during the 1990s varied widely across regions

Year

Women
Source: Prepared by the Statistics Division of the United Nations Secretariat
from ILO, Key Indicators of the Labour Market, (Geneva, 1999), table 10.Men
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and Tunisia), women’s share of the informal sector
exceeds their share of the total labour force (comparing

chart 5.13 with table 5.D).
Characteristics of the informal sector vary across

regions (see box on gender-specific characteristics of enterprises).
In some African countries, almost all women in the
informal sector are either self-employed or contributing
family workers (chart 5.14). In nine out of 14 countries
with data in Latin America and Asia, more than 20 per
cent of women in the informal sector are wage workers.
In every reporting country except Guinea, the percent-
age of employees in the informal sector is higher for
men than for women. Moreover, in most countries with
data, more than 20 per cent of men in the informal sec-
tor are employees (exceptions are Benin, Chad, Guinea
and Mali). In countries where wage workers are a small
minority, the informal sector mainly generates employ-
ment for the owners of the businesses and their imme-
diate family members. The larger percentages of
informal workers who are employees in Asia and Latin
America suggest that the “micro enterprise”—employ-
ing a few employees on a continuous basis—segment of
the informal sector is larger in these regions.

Detailed 1996/1997 data available for Latin America
show that self-employed women and female contribut-
ing family workers make up a large majority of the
informal sector. In addition, among the self-employed,
own-account work provides for more than 80 per cent
of women’s employment. Though the proportion of
self-employed men in the informal sector who are
own-account workers is substantial, it is smaller than
that of women (charts 5.14 and 5.15).

Women’s contribution to 
informal sector GDP significant
National economic and product accounts have histor-
ically underestimated informal sector activities.
Before 1993, when the revised System of National
Accounts provided a framework for distinguishing the
informal sector within the household sector, few
countries had estimated the value of informal sector
production within the gross domestic product (GDP).
The SNA does not, however, provide specific guide-
lines for compiling separate independent estimates for
the informal sector. In the absence of such guidelines,
there have been few attempts to derive national esti-
mates of informal sector production.32

Among the eight countries for which data have been
reported, women’s share in the informal sector GDP was
comparable to men’s in Benin, Burkina Faso and Chad
in 1992/1993. Their share of informal sector production
matches or exceeds their share of informal sector
employment (chart 5.16), except in Benin and Kenya,
where it is 9 per cent and 14 per cent lower, respectively.

the informal sector in seven of the 10 Latin American
countries for which data are available, and in four
Asian countries. In India and Indonesia, the informal
sector accounts for nine out of every 10 women
working outside agriculture.

The informal sector is a larger source of employ-
ment for women than for men. The proportion of
women non-agricultural workers in the informal sec-
tor exceeds that of men in most of the reporting coun-
tries. The exceptions are the Philippines and Tunisia,
where the proportion of men exceeds that of women,
and Venezuela, where the proportions are equal.

In nine countries, economically active women out-
number economically active men in the informal sector;
i.e., their share of the informal sector is more than 50
per cent. In the other countries (except Guinea, India
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Source: Data on Africa and Asia prepared by Jacques Charmes as consultant to the Statistics Division 
of the United Nations Secretariat; data on Latin America prepared by the Statistics Division of the United
Nations Secretariat from statistics provided by the Statistics Division of ECLAC.

Women’s share of 
the informal sector in 
the non-agricultural

labour force, 1991 / 1997

Chart 5.13

The informal sector comprises a higher proportion 
of the female labour force than of the male labour force

MenWomen

Africa

Benin 97 83 62

Chad 97 59 53

Guinea 84 61 37

Kenya 83 59 60

Mali 96 91 59

South Africa 30 14 61

Tunisia 39 52 18

Latin America

Bolivia 74 55 51

Brazil 67 55 47

Chile 44 31 46

Colombia 44 42 50

Costa Rica 48 46 40

El Salvador 69 47 58

Honduras 65 51 56

Mexico 55 44 44

Panama 41 35 44

Venezuela 47 47 38

Asia

India 91 70 23

Indonesia 88 69 43

Philippines 64 66 46

Thailand 54 49 47

Percentage of non-agricultural labour force 
that is in the informal sector, 1991/1997



Women’s employment in 
home-based work increasing
Official statistics on home-based work are scarce; even
where they are collected, they underestimate this type
of work (see box on measuring home-based workers). There is,
however, some evidence that home-based work is an
important and expanding source of employment
worldwide, especially for women, and the conditions
of these low-paid and unprotected workers are a
growing concern.33 In 1996, the ILO adopted the
International Convention on Home Work, which rec-
ognizes the rights of home-based workers to treat-
ment equal to that of other workers, and sets a
standard for minimum pay and working conditions.34

Existing data for 1991 to 1999 show that in Benin, 66
per cent of the non-agricultural labour force is home-
based. The corresponding figures are 14 per cent in the
Philippines and 15 per cent in Kenya. In Brazil, Chile,
Peru, Thailand and Tunisia, home-workers account for
only 2 to 5 per cent of non-agricultural labour.35

These data also indicate that women predominate in
home-based work. In six of the eight countries report-
ing data for 1991 to 1999, women account for 70 to 80
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Different definitions of micro and small enter-
prises are used in different contexts and

countries, generally applying one or more of the
following criteria: the number of persons
employed, the volume of output or sales, the
value of assets, and the use of energy. The num-
ber of persons employed is the most common
criterion, although the ILO notes that it may be
misleading. For instance, a highly capitalized or
technologically sophisticated enterprise may
employ only a few people, whereas a small food-
processing unit may use a large number of
employees during the harvest season.a In addi-
tion, economic sector and geographical context
play a role in the definition, as what is small by
manufacturing firm standards may be considered
large by retail firm standards, and what would be
considered a small enterprise in Europe may be

classified as a medium-sized enterprise in a
developing country. In the Philippines, for exam-
ple, micro and small enterprises are defined as
those with capital assets of less than 15 million
pesos (approximately US$ 0.5 million).b

Statistical information on women- and men-
owned enterprises is lacking in most countries,
and the little information available is often anec-
dotal and without clear indication of how qualifi-

cations such as “small” are defined.c

Data on micro and small-scale enterprises
are not being collected or compiled on a routine
basis. When data on enterprises are collected,
they are generally not classified by the size of
the enterprise (number of employees) or by the
gender of the owner. In addition, the lack of a
standard definition makes data comparisons dif-
ficult both within and between countries.d

a ILO, “General conditions to stimulate job creation in small and medium-sized enterprises”,
International Labour Conference, eighty-fifth session, 1997, report V(1).

b Gordon G. Zenaida, “SMEs in the Philippines”, in OECD, Women Entrepreneurs in Small and Medium
Enterprises (Paris, 1997).

c See for example Sherrye Henry, “The Office of Women’s Business Ownership in the US Small Business
Administration: A case study”, in OECD, Women Entrepreneurs in Small and Medium Enterprises,
(Paris, 1997).

d See for example, OECD, Women Entrepreneurs in Small and Medium Enterprises…

Elements of a definition of micro and small enterprises

Source: Data on Africa and Asia 
prepared by Jacques Charmes as 

consultant to the Statistics Division 
of the United Nations Secretariat; 

data on Latin America prepared by the 
Statistics Division of the United Nations

Secretariat from statistics provided by 
the Statistics Division of ECLAC.

Note: In Latin American countries, 
the self-employed category 

includes domestic employees.

W M

Chart 5.14: 

Wage-employment in the informal sector is considerably smaller for women than for men

Percentage of the informal sector 
labour force that is self-employed or

contributing family workers, 1991 / 1997

W M

Percentage of the informal sector
labour force that is paid 
employees, 1991 / 1997

Africa

Benin 98 95 2 5

Chad 98 97 2 3

Guinea 97 100 3 0

Kenya 94 66 6 34

Mali 92 85 8 15

South Africa 86 62 14 38

Tunisia 100 77 .. 23

Latin America

Bolivia 91 71 9 29

Brazil 63 52 37 48

Chile 78 65 22 35

Colombia 47 40 53 60

Costa Rica 77 61 23 39

El Salvador 88 58 12 42

Honduras 93 66 7 34

Mexico 79 56 21 44

Panama 85 79 15 21

Venezuela 86 74 14 26

Asia

India 46 49 54 51

Indonesia 68 63 32 37

Philippines 63 45 37 55

Thailand 68 60 32 40



per cent of home-based workers (chart 5. 17). In Kenya
and Peru, women account for 35 per cent of home-
based workers. In four out of the five countries that
report data by status in employment, the majority of
women home-based workers are own-account workers:
Kenya (62 per cent), Tunisia (64 per cent), Brazil (91
per cent) and Peru (100 per cent). In Thailand, women
home-based workers are mostly employees (81 per
cent), or contributing family workers (18 per cent).36

TIME USE 
Most women and men divide their time between paid
and unpaid work—either caring for their families or
producing subsistence goods. Unpaid work is gener-
ally invisible in official statistics. However, statisti-
cians and advocates of gender equality have been
seeking ways to reflect all kinds of work in labour
force statistics, and many countries have made efforts
to improve official statistics. Improved definitions
and data collection tools have increased the coverage
of women’s unpaid economic activities in labour
force statistics, although not in all countries and not
to the same extent. Other statistical tools—such as
time-use surveys—provide a means to increase the
coverage of both unpaid economic work and unpaid
activities considered outside the boundaries of the
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Latin America

Bolivia 96 78
Brazil 93 90
Chile 90 88
Colombia 92 87
Costa Rica 85 71
El Salvador 94 76
Honduras 95 76
Mexico 93 75
Panama 94 89
Venezuela 96 86

Source: Compiled by 
the Statistics Division of 
the United Nations 
Secretariat from data 
provided by the Statistics 
Division of ECLAC.

W M

Chart 5.15

Among the self-employed,
women are more likely 
than men to be 
own-account workers
Own-account workers as a percen–
tage of self-employed, 1996/1997 In both developed and developing countries, women’s

enterprises are more often based in the home than men’s,
due to women’s need to juggle their various roles as income-
earners, mothers and home-makers or due to sociocultural
norms and attitudes that limit their mobility. Women fre-
quently build on traditional skills that they already know.
Women’s access to technology and scientific knowledge has
historically been limited, due to cultural factors and biases in
the educational system that have favoured men.

Women often have less time than men to pursue larger
markets and, in some cases, are limited by taboos against
dealing with men who are not family members. Women
invest fewer resources in equipment than men. They spread
their risk over a number of economic activities, while men

tend to invest in a single business. Women’s businesses are
often at the lower end of the spectrum of productive eco-
nomic activities. The smaller the microenterprise, the more
likely it is to have a woman proprietor. 

Women tend to concentrate in the less remunerative
sectors or subsectors. Although they are present in all
sectors, in developed countries they tend to concentrate
in commerce and services. In developing countries,
they are frequently involved in artisan activities, agri-
culture and production derived from agriculture. Women
tend to predominate in enterprises with few barriers to
entry (food and craft production), which, due to fierce
competition, have low profitability and limited opportuni-
ties for growth.

Gender-specific characteristics of enterprises a

a OECD, Proceedings of an OECD conference on women entrepreneurs in small and medium-sized enterprises, Paris,
16-18 April 1997.

Source: Prepared by Jacques Charmes as consultant to the Statistics
Division of the United Nations Secretariat from official national
accounts and labour force statistics.

a For India, the distribution of women in informal sector employment
is assumed to be the same as their distribution in non-agricultural
labour force (excluding public administration).

Informal 
sector GDP

Informal sector
employment

Africa

Benin 51 60

Burkina Faso 61 42

Chad 62 53

Kenya 46 60

Tunisia 16 18

Asia

India a 22 23

Indonesia 39 43

Philippines 44 46

Chart 5.16

In the informal sector, women’s share of production
is comparable to their share of employment
Women’s share (%), 1992/1998

Source: Compiled by Jacques Charmes as consultant to the Statistics
Division of the United Nations Secretariat from survey data con-
tained in national reports.

1991/ 1999

Benin 74

Brazil 79

Chile 82

Kenya 35

Peru 35

Philippines 79

Thailand 80

Tunisia 71

Chart 5.17:  

Most home-based workers are women
Percentage women among home-based workers



System of National Accounts (see box on new partnerships

to improve data on paid and unpaid work).

Time-use surveys measure what women and men
do over the course of the day, and provide data for
estimating their unpaid as well as paid work. In devel-
oped countries, time-use statistics are increasingly
used to acquire insight into women’s and men’s allo-
cation of time to a variety of activities, not just work,
as a basis for formulating policy in such areas as edu-
cation, childcare, and cultural or leisure activities.

Time-use surveys were initially implemented in
developed countries. More recently, national statis-
tical offices in developing countries have relied on

time-use surveys to improve the measurement of
women’s and men’s unpaid work (see box on time-use

surveys in developing countries). These surveys have only
recently been implemented, and results are not yet
widely available. Few countries have repeated time-
use surveys and surveys were undertaken in differ-
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Source: Prepared by Andrew Harvey as consultant 
to the Statistics Division of the United Nations

Secretariat from the Multinational Time Budget 
Archive database, micro-data from country studies 

and other published national reports.

Note: Paid work refers to actual work time plus 
all associated time, such as work breaks and travel;

unpaid work refers  to housework and voluntary 
activities; leisure time refers to organizational 

activities, sports attendance, media activities and 
similar activities; basic needs refer to sleeping, 

washing, eating, medical self-care etc.

Work
Total Paid Unpaid

MWMWMWMWMW

Leisure Basic needs

Australia 51 49 15 30 35 18 35 38 78 77

France 46 42 15 26 31 17 29 34 85 84

Japan 46 42 20 39 26 3 42 44 75 73

Latvia 62 56 22 32 40 24 28 33 75 76

Netherlands 36 37 10 25 26 11 47 48 76 74

New Zealand 49 49 16 29 33 19 32 33 82 80

Republic of Korea 40 38 23 36 17 2 30 37 79 79

Chart 5.18: 

Women spend considerably more time than 
men on upaid work but much less on paid work
Time spent (hours per week), 1995/1999

Conventional measures of poverty have gener-
ally been based on income and consumption

levels, with the understanding that “a person is
considered poor if his or her consumption or
income level falls below some minimum level
necessary to meet basic needs”.a Two broad con-
cepts of poverty have been definedb:
• “absolute poverty” refers to the inability to

attain even the minimum set of resources a
person needs for survival;

• “relative poverty” refers to the conditions of
one part of the population in relation to the rest
of the society.

The conventional conceptualization and
measurement of poverty generally emphasize
income and consumption over other dimensions
of poverty.c Increasingly, however, poverty is
seen as a multi-dimensional phenomenon, one
that includes not only market-based consump-
tion but also the public provision of goods and
services, access to common property resources
and the intangible dimensions of a satisfactory
life, such as clean air, dignity, autonomy and low
levels of diseases and crime.d This broader defi-
nition extends beyond income criteria and con-
siders different aspects of living conditions,
including health and nutrition, education, hous-

ing, social services and mortality levels. It is
more instrumental in understanding and measur-
ing poverty from a gender perspective and
uncovering gender biases and their causes.e

Another concern is the extent to which gen-
der relations affect intra-household distribution
and use of resources.f An analysis of data from
four countries, for instance, suggests that indi-
viduals within the household have different pref-
erences and do not pool their income. Moreover,
assets controlled by women have a more positive
and significant effect on expenditures for chil-
dren, such as education and clothing, than those

controlled by men.g

Current efforts to analyze poverty from a
gender perspective both determine the numbers
of female and male poor and assess whether
poverty affects women (or women-headed
households) and men (or men-headed house-
holds) differently.h In order for poverty statis-
tics to inform policy, it is not only necessary to
assess the number of those in need; the condi-
tions of social and economic deprivation and the
ways in which “gender differentiates the social
processes leading to poverty” i must also be
considered.

a Simon Schwartzman, “Poverty statistics: The issues”, presented at an expert group 
on poverty statistics, Rio De Janeiro, 1998.

b Ibid.
c Nilufer Cagatay, “Macroeconomic policy and poverty reduction: the gender perspective”, based on

UNDP research, in UNRISD, Gender Poverty and Well-Being: Indicators and Strategies, report of
the UNRISD, UNDP and CDS International Workshop, Kerala, 24-27 November 1997 (Geneva, 1999).

d Shahra Razavi, “Gendered Poverty and Well-being: Introduction”, Development and Change,
vol. 30, No. 3 (July 1999).

e Marcoux Alain, “The feminization of poverty: claims, facts and data needs”, Population and
Development Review, vol. 24, No. 1 (March 1998).

f Ruhi Saith and Barbara Harriss-White, “Gender sensitivity of well-being indicators”, United Nations
Research Institute for Social Development, Discussion Paper No. 95, September 1998.

g Agnes R. Quisumbing and John A. Maluccio, “Intra-household allocation and gender relations:
New empirical evidence” (IFPRI, September 1999).

h Razavi, op.cit.; Alain, op.cit.
i Razavi, op.cit.
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ent years, so it is difficult to discern trends.
However, while trends in paid work vary across
countries, the number of hours spent on unpaid
work in all the regions seems to be slowly increasing
for men and decreasing for women.37

Women work more hours than men
Few studies on time use have been conducted since
1995.38 In the seven countries for which recent data have

been reported between 1995 and 1999, both women and
men work between 35 and 50 hours a week, except in
Latvia, where they work more than 50 hours on average
(62 for women and 56 for men) (chart 5.18). Women’s
total time worked exceeded men’s by two hours or
more in all countries except the Netherlands and New
Zealand, where the difference in the total time worked
by women and men was less than one hour.

More than half of women’s total work time is spent
on unpaid work, except in the Republic of Korea,
where 42 per cent of women’s work time is devoted to
unpaid work. In contrast, men spend between 30 and
42 per cent of their work time on unpaid work, except
in Japan and the Republic of Korea, where unpaid
work constitutes 7 and 6 per cent, respectively, of their
total work time. Women spend 50 to 70 per cent as
much time as men on paid work, but almost twice as
much or more time as men on unpaid work.
Differences are most pronounced in Japan and the
Republic of Korea, where women’s unpaid work is
about eight times that of men (chart 5.18).

Men spend 1 to 7 hours more per week on leisure
than do women, but women spend up to 2.5 hours
more than men on basic needs.
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Source: Prepared by Andrew Harvey as consultant 
to the Statistics Division of the United Nations
Secretariat from the Multinational Time Budget
Archive database, micro-data from country studies
and other published national reports.

a Refers to children under age 5.

b Australia used the categories “without dependent
or non-dependent children” and “with dependent or
non-dependent children”.

W

No children a

M W

With child(ren) a

M W M W

With child(ren) a

M

Unpaid Work Paid Work

No children a

Australia b 40 22 49 22 14 30 16 43

Netherlands 36 18 47 23 12 29 9 34

New Zealand 34 23 50 23 20 29 11 41

Chart 5.19

The presence of small children increases unpaid work substantially more 
for women than for men
Time spent (hours per week), 1995/1999

The first internationally accepted framework
for defining and measuring the informal sec-

tor was the Resolution on Statistics of
Employment in the Informal Sector, adopted by
the Fifteenth International Conference of Labour
Statisticians in 1993.a

The ILO resolution recommended that the
concept and measurement of the informal sector
be confined to non-agricultural and market-ori-
ented activities.

The informal sector is broadly characterized
as consisting of units engaged in the production
of goods or services with the primary objective
of generating employment and incomes to the
persons concerned. Production units in this sec-
tor operate at a low level of organization, with
little or no division between capital and labour as
factors of production, and on a small scale, and
have the characteristic features of household
enterprises, in which owners must raise the nec-
essary funds at their own risk. In addition,
expenditure for production is often indistinguish-
able from household expenditure.

For statistical purposes, the informal sector
is regarded as a group of production units that,

according to definitions and classifications pro-
vided in the System of National Accounts, form
part of the household sector as household enter-
prises or unincorporated enterprises owned by
households.

Within the household sector, the informal sec-
tor comprises (a) informal own-account enter-
prises, which may employ contributing family
workers and employees on an occasional basis;
and (b) enterprises of informal employers, which
employ one or more employees on a continuous
basis. For operational purposes, informal own-
account enterprises may comprise either all such
enterprises or only those that are not registered
under specific forms of national legislation. The
enterprises of informal employers must fulfill one
or both of the following criteria: size of unit below
a specified level of employment, and non-regis-
tration of the enterprise or its employees. 

The framework proposed by the ILO resolution
allows countries to adapt the basic operational

definition and criteria to their specific circum-
stances. In particular, flexibility is allowed with
respect to the upper limit on the size of employ-
ment; the introduction of additional criteria such
as non-registration of either the enterprise or its
employees; and the inclusion or exclusion of pro-
fessionals or domestic employees.

It is still difficult to collect accurate and
consistent information on the informal sector.
Therefore, different national sources are usual-
ly combined to derive statistics on this sector.
The data presented in this chapter were com-
piled on the basis of data from national infor-
mal sector surveys (Kenya, Mali and Niger) and
(b) labour force surveys in which information
about the characteristics of the workplace was
collected (Thailand and countries in Latin
America).  For all other countries the estimates
were derived from a combination of sources,
including labour force surveys and registered
employment in formal sector.

a ILO, Report of the Fifteenth International Conference of Labour Statisticians, Geneva, 1993; see also resolu-
tion concerning statistics of employment in the informal sector, in ILO, Bulletin of Labour Statistics
1993–2 (Geneva), annex II, paras. 5–9.
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Small children greatly increase women’s
unpaid work, not men’s
Three out of seven countries report data on the time
use of women and men with small children (children
under age 5) (chart 5.19). In these countries, women
with small children spend less time on paid work and
more time on unpaid work. They spend at least 20 per
cent less time on paid work than women with no small
children in the Netherlands and 40 per cent less time
in New Zealand, but 10 per cent more time in
Australia. Men with small children spend more time
on paid work than those without small children by
about 40 per cent in Australia and New Zealand and
20 per cent in the Netherlands.

Men with children under age 5 spend at least five
more hours on paid work than men with no small
children. There is, however, little difference in the
amount of time spent by either of these groups on
unpaid work, except in the Netherlands, where they
devote 18 and 23 hours, respectively, to unpaid work.
In contrast, women’s allocation of time both to paid
and unpaid work is affected by the presence of small
children—particularly in New Zealand, where women
with small children spend nine hours less time on
paid work but 16 hours more time on unpaid work
than those with no small children.

The responsibility for childcare lies mainly with
women, who spend more than twice as much time
as men do on childcare. (Childcare includes all
direct physical care, reading to and playing with
children, but excludes secondary childcare—for
example, watching children while engaged in other
activities.) With the exception of the Republic of
Korea, where, on average, both women and men
spend less than one hour per week on childcare,
women everywhere spend between two and five
hours per week on childcare compared with less
than two hours for men.39

Time spent on work diminishes with age
Time-use data for a few industrialized countries
provide some insight into how older women and
men spend their time.

At older ages, women spend more time working
than men, mostly due to the difference in time they
spend on unpaid work (chart 5.20). There is, however,
a wide variation across countries in the amount of
time women and men allocate to paid work. Women
aged 60 to 64 spend two hours a week on paid work
in the Netherlands, compared with slightly more than
10 hours in Norway. Men of this age spend seven
hours a week on paid work in the Netherlands, com-
pared with 27 hours a week in Norway. Paid work
decreases after age 65, declining by about half for

both women and men aged 65 to 69. By age 75 to 79,
paid work is reduced to just under four hours for men
and less than an hour for women.

Unpaid work, on the other hand, continues to take
up a considerable amount of time for both men and
women at older ages. Women perform between 28 and
44 hours a week of unpaid work, on average, between
the ages of 60 and 65, and 28 to 33 hours a week at
ages 75 to 79. Men put in 14 to 28 hours a week of
unpaid work at ages 60 to 65, and 13 to 30 hours a
week at ages 75 to 79.
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Source: Prepared by Andrew Harvey as a consultant to the 
Statistics Division of the United Nations Secretariat from 
the Multinational Time Budget Archive database, micro-data 
from country studies and other published national reports.
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As women and men age, less time is spent on work and more 
time on basic needs and leisure
Time spent (hours per week)

W

Unpaid work

M W

Basic needs

M W

Leisure

M
Austria, 1991

60-64 4 15 41 21 82 85 36 43

65-69 2 7 39 21 84 88 38 47

70-74 1 7 36 20 87 89 40 47

75-79 1 3 31 17 90 93 41 50

Canada, 1998

60-64 7 17 35 25 78 75 48 51

65-69 4 6 35 26 77 79 52 57

70-74 1 3 31 25 81 82 55 58

75-79 0 1 28 28 85 83 54 56

Germany, 1991/92

60-64 4 13 44 28 81 83 39 43

65-69 1 5 39 29 83 85 43 48

Italy, 1989

60-64 3 15 44 14 83 87 34 46

65-69 2 9 41 15 86 89 37 49

70-74 1 6 39 15 89 93 37 50

75-79 <1 4 33 13 92 86 40 52

Netherlands, 1995

60-64 2 7 36 27 72 75 50 49

65-69 <1 2 36 27 73 75 52 56

70-74 1 2 36 28 74 75 50 56

75-79 0 <1 33 30 76 79 54 52

Norway, 1991

60-64 10 27 28 15 77 77 47 43

65-69 5 12 29 22 79 79 51 48

70-74 2 4 33 19 76 84 51 56

75-79 <1 2 28 21 86 82 51 57



WORKING CONDITIONS AND 
OPPORTUNITIES
The 165 countries that have ratified the Convention
on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination
against Women have assumed the obligation of tak-
ing appropriate measures to eliminate employment
discrimination against women. In particular, these
countries have committed to ensure “the right to the
same employment opportunities, including the
application of the same criteria for selection...;the
right to free choice of profession and employment,
the right to promotion, job security and all benefits
and conditions of service and the right to receive
vocational training and retraining...;the right to
equal remuneration...and to equal treatment in
respect to work of equal value”.40 In addition, the
labour legislation of many countries now incorpo-
rates principles of gender equality. However, while
women’s participation in the labour force has
increased worldwide, their working conditions have
not improved commensurately.41

Gender-based segregation of 
occupations persisting in all regions
Gender-based segregation of occupations has been a
longstanding and enduring characteristic of the
labour market. It extends to all regions and countries
irrespective of the level of economic development, the
political system, or the religious, social or cultural

environment.42 Segregation of occupations can be
either horizontal (the tendency for women and men
to be employed in different occupations across occu-
pational structure) or vertical (the tendency for
women and men to be employed in different positions
within the same occupation).

In the Nordic countries for which data are available
(Finland, Norway and Sweden), 55 per cent of women
are in occupations where at least 80 per cent of work-
ers are women and 40 per cent are in occupations
where they comprise 90 per cent of workers.

In occupations in which women are concentrated,
such as teaching, they are usually in lower hierarchi-
cal positions. For example, in Finland 96 per cent of
pre-primary school teachers and directors are
women, but only 34 per cent of the teaching staff at
universities are women.43

An ILO study 44 indicates that there is a preponder-
ance of male occupations over female occupations—
defined as an occupation in which either men or
women, respectively, comprise at least 80 per cent of
workers. The study reports that there are approxi-
mately seven times as many “male” as “female” non-
agricultural occupations. The study also finds high
levels of occupational segregation in the non-agricul-
tural occupations. The levels of segregation differ
widely among regions, although within regions there
are similarities among countries. The lowest level of
segregation is in Asia and the highest is in the Middle
East and Northern Africa.

Occupational segregation can have undesirable
effects on the labour market, such as limiting the eco-
nomic efficiency of that market. Segregation excludes
a majority of workers from a majority of occupations
and may thus lead to waste; it also reduces the flexibil-
ity of the labour market and of the economy as a
whole.45 Moreover, occupational segregation is more
detrimental to women than to men, especially given
the characteristics of the typically female occupations.
Female occupations are “relatively low paid, have rela-
tively little employment security and have relatively
little authority or career opportunities”,46 and are also
undervalued in terms of social status.47

Patterns of concentration
Women are in fewer occupations than men and have
fewer job opportunities available to them due to dif-
ferences in education and experience.48 Moreover,
most of women’s occupations are service oriented49 or
associated with stereotypes about women (e.g., caring,
docile or home-based).

Women make up less than 30 per cent of any
occupational group, except for agriculture in sub-
Saharan Africa, excluding Southern Africa (64 per
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Home-based workers (sometimes referred
to as out-workers) are defined in the

1993 International Classification of Status in
Employment (ICSE)a as those who work for
an enterprise to supply goods or services by
prior arrangement with that enterprise, and
whose place of work is not within any of the
enterprise’s establishments.b Home-based
workers may be classified as paid or self-
employed, according to the specific terms of
their contracts. They are paid employees
when they receive remuneration independ-
ent of the enterprise’s profits and based on
the goods and services provided. 

Because it is performed at home and
because it can be a secondary activity,
home-based work is difficult to measure.

Only a few national household surveys
(and population censuses) have sought to
collect information on home-based work,
and these efforts were largely experimen-
tal. In the Philippines, for instance, a 1993
survey focused on home-workers under
subcontracting arrangements, but exclud-
ed own-account workers; and in Thailand, a
national survey of home-workers was con-
ducted in 1999 but it did not cover own-
account workers. Other types of surveys
have rarely had national coverage or even
comparable geographical representation.
One way to improve the measurement of
home-based work would be to collect
information on the “place of work” in
national labour force surveys.

a ILO, Report of the Fifteenth International Conference of Labour Statisticians (Geneva, 1993).
b ILO, Bulletin of Labour Statistics, 1993–2.

Measuring home-based workers



cent) and Southern Asia (47 per cent) (chart 5.21).
More than 30 per cent of men are in production-
related jobs, except in sub-Saharan Africa (excluding
Southern Africa), Southern Asia and Oceania. In
these regions, men are predominantly employed in
agriculture (60 per cent, 42 per cent and 37 per cent,
respectively).

The concentration of women is almost the same in
two or three occupational groups in Southern Africa
(service, agricultural and production-related work-
ers), South-eastern Asia (agricultural and production-
related workers) and the Caribbean (service and
production-related workers).

The professional and technical group is the second
largest occupational group for women in Western
Asia, Western Europe and other developed regions
(21, 19 and 17 per cent, respectively). In Northern
Africa, more women are employed in this group than
in any other (21 per cent).

The occupational group with the smallest percent-
ages of economically active women and men is that of
the administrative and managerial workers—5 per cent
or less in all regions except Western Europe (7 per cent
of men) and the developed regions outside Europe (9
per cent of women and 12 per cent of men). In the
developed regions outside Europe, agricultural workers
are the smallest occupational group (3 per cent of
women and 6 per cent of men).

Women professionals and managers
Not only do women and men have different occupa-
tions, they also have very different positions in the
occupational hierarchy. Even in occupations dominat-
ed by women, men generally occupy better-paid and
more powerful positions.

In many regions, women have reached educa-
tional levels comparable to or higher than men,
increased their participation in the labour force, and
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Source: Prepared by the Statistics Division of the United Nations Secretariat from Women's Indicators and Statistics Database (Wistat),
Version 4, CD-ROM (United Nations publication, Sales No. E.00.XVII.4), based on ILO, Yearbook of Labour Statistics (Geneva), 1985–1992 
and LABORSTA database (as at 1998), national census and survey reports and national statistical yearbooks.
a Agricultural, animal husbandry and forestry workers, fishermen and hunters.
b Production and related workers, transport equipment operators and labourers.
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Chart 5.21:

Distribution of the labour force by major occupational groups
Percentage distribution of the labour force by occupational group, each sex, 1985/1997

Africa

Northern Africa 21 10 1 1 12 6 2 7 8 7 19 23 15 32

Southern Africa 11 7 1 2 9 4 8 4 17 7 18 23 17 35

Rest of sub-Saharan Africa 3 4 0 1 3 3 11 6 5 5 64 60 8 17

Latin America 
and the Caribbean

Caribbean 12 8 5 5 15 5 15 7 18 10 7 17 18 38

Central America 14 7 3 3 13 4 21 9 23 8 6 33 20 34

South America 15 8 3 5 15 8 18 12 26 7 7 16 11 35

Asia

Eastern Asia 9 8 1 5 19 10 13 13 15 9 23 20 22 35

South-eastern Asia 10 9 2 4 12 6 19 10 11 7 22 26 23 35

Southern Asia 13 5 0 1 5 4 2 10 5 7 47 42 20 26

Western Asia 21 10 1 3 15 12 4 8 28 13 17 11 6 39

Oceania 13 9 2 4 14 5 8 4 11 6 27 37 10 25

Developed regions

Eastern Europe 13 10 5 5 15 6 9 4 10 4 12 11 25 49

Western Europe 19 14 5 7 23 11 12 8 18 7 5 7 13 41

Other developed regions 17 15 9 12 26 8 14 9 16 9 3 6 12 40

Agricultural 
and 

other workersa

Production 
and 

related workersb
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expanded their opportunities by delaying marriage
and limiting childbearing. However, they are still
under-represented in senior management and other
management positions that entail higher responsi-
bility, status and pay.

Women make up 29 to 51 per cent of the profes-
sional and technical workers group, although they
tend to be concentrated in the lower status and less
well-paid occupations. For instance, the ILO reports
that in the United States in 1991, almost half the
women in this group were nurses and teachers. In
Japan, 47 per cent of women professionals were nurs-
es or teachers in 1990. In India, the corresponding fig-
ure was over 80 per cent.50

In contrast, women make up less than 30 per cent
of the administrative and managerial labour force in
all regions except the Caribbean (39 per cent),
Eastern Europe (40 per cent) and the developed
regions outside Europe (35 per cent). In all regions,
women’s share of this occupational group is less than
their share of the labour market. This indicates that

few women are in occupations that entail decision-
making authority and responsibility.

The share of women in the professional and tech-
nical group equals or exceeds their share in the labour
force in all regions except sub-Saharan Africa (exclud-
ing Southern Africa) (charts 5.22 and 5.1).

Since 1975/1984, women’s share of professional and
technical jobs has changed only slightly in most parts
of the developing and developed regions. In Northern
Africa, Latin America, Eastern and Western Asia,
women’s share increased by 4 to 9 percentage points. In
Eastern Europe, where opportunities for women have
decreased in parts of the public sector and their access
to the new private sector jobs has been limited, their
share of professional and technical jobs has declined by
9 percentage points.51

Between 1975/1984 and 1985/1997, women’s share
of administrative and managerial workers increased
in every region of the world except Southern Asia
(chart 5.22). Over the same time period, their share dou-
bled in sub-Saharan Africa, Central America, Western
Asia and the developed regions outside Europe and
increased by 30 to 90 per cent everywhere else.

There is a wide variation in the social status and
pay levels of occupations within the professional and
technical group. Even in countries where these occu-
pations are not particularly desirable in terms of pay
and social status, they are still dominated by men in
most regions. Women in Northern Africa, sub-
Saharan Africa (excluding Southern Africa) and
Southern and Western Asia represent one third or less
of these occupations.

Women at the top of large corporations
Although it is hard to compare figures across coun-
tries on the most senior jobs—as terms and defini-
tions vary widely—the picture that does emerge from
the available information shows that women are still a
minority of senior management staff, especially in
large corporations. The 1999 census of the 500 largest
corporations in the United States shows, for instance,
that women held just 11 per cent of all corporate offi-
cer positions and 5 per cent of the most senior of
those positions, including four presidents and chief
executives.52 In Canada, a census of the 560 largest
corporations in 1999 found that women held 12 per
cent of all corporate officer positions and only 3 per
cent of the highest positions (including 12 presidents
and chief executive officers).53

In Brazil, a 1991 ILO survey found that less than
4 per cent of top executives were women in the 300
largest private companies, less than 1 per cent in the
40 largest state-owned companies, and less than 1
per cent in the 40 largest foreign-owned companies.
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Source: Prepared by the Statistics Division of the
United Nations Secretariat from Women's Indicators
and Statistics Database (Wistat), Version 4, CD-ROM
(United Nations publication, Sales No. E.00.XVII.4),
based on ILO, Yearbook of Labour Statistics
(Geneva), 1985–1992 and LABORSTA database 
(as at 1998), national census and survey reports 
and national statistical yearbooks.

Women’s share of administrative 
and managerial workers (%)

Chart 5.22:

Women continue to be a minority among administrative and managerial workers 

1975/1984 1985/1997

Women’s share of professional, 
technical and related workers (%)

1975/1984 1985/1997Africa

Northern Africa 7 10 24 29

Southern Africa 12 23 53 51

Rest of sub-Saharan Africa 7 14 28 30

Latin America 
and the Caribbean

Caribbean 22 39 51 50

Central America 14 29 45 49

South America 17 24 48 52

Asia

Eastern Asia 7 12 35 44

South-eastern Asia 13 24 42 44

Southern Asia 8 8 30 28

Western Asia 4 9 30 34

Oceania 11 15 41 40

Developed regions

Eastern Europe 22 40 54 45

Western Europe 16 26 42 45

Other developed regions 16 35 46 47



In the United Kingdom, in 1995, 3 per cent of board
members in more than 300 surveyed enterprises
were women. A survey in Germany in 1995 found
that between 1 and 3 per cent of top executives and
board directors in the 70,000 largest enterprises
were women.54

According to the ILO, one of the main obstacles to
women’s participation in high-level professional and
managerial work is their responsibility for rearing chil-
dren and managing the household, a responsibility still
seldom shared with their partners in many parts of the
world. Women in part-time work are often excluded
from career advancement. Even women who work full
time have difficulties in advancing to the higher levels
if they also carry family responsibilities. A survey
among managers in Germany in 1997 found that 43
per cent of women managers were unmarried, com-
pared to only 4 per cent of men managers. A similar
survey in the United Kingdom found that 88 per cent
of men managers were married, compared to 69 per
cent of women in the same positions.

Women in banking
Women’s presence in the financial world has increased
slightly. Their share of financial management posi-
tions increased from 20 to 24 per cent in Colombia
between 1990 and 1996, and from 45 to 50 per cent in
the United States between 1990 and 1995.55

A recent survey of 63 commercial banks in the
European Union found that between 1990 and 1995, the
share of women increased from 25 to 27 per cent in
lower management, from 13 to 18 per cent in middle
management, and from 6 to 8 per cent in higher man-
agement. Decision-making still appears to be largely
male-dominated, however. The survey also found that
women accounted for almost half of all employees but
only 8 per cent of the highest-level managers. Only 3 per
cent of executive committee members were women.56

Family obligations represent the main obstacle for
women trying to reach management levels in this sec-
tor as well. In the same European Union survey, more
than 60 per cent of women bank managers reported
that this was the main obstacle they had to overcome
to enter the lower level of management, and almost as
many reported that it was the main obstacle to enter-
ing the middle level.

Central banks play a crucial role in the financial and
economic system of a country. The European Union
study shows that women have historically been exclud-
ed from central bank decision-making and are just
beginning to reach the top positions. Women headed
two of the 15 central banks in 1994/1995—in Denmark
and Finland. However, four of those banks had no
women in the first five levels of decision-making.57

Women earn less than men
Although the principle of equal pay for work of equal
value has been incorporated in the labour legislation of
many countries, in no country for which data are avail-
able do women earn as much as men. In manufactur-
ing, for example, in 13 out of 39 countries, women earn
up to 20 per cent less than men; in the other countries,
the pay differential is even greater. However, the differ-
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Until recently, time-use data were not
part of the data-collection programmes

of national statistical offices in developing
countries. Time-use studies in these coun-
tries were mainly case studies of either
one locality or a few localities and did not
cover a 24-hour day. 

However, following the recommenda-
tions of the Fourth World Conference on
Women held at Beijing in 1995, at least 22
countries—in Africa, Asia, Latin America
and the Caribbean—have begun work on
national time-use surveys (see list of coun-
tries below).a Although geographically,
economically and culturally diverse, each
of these countries has come to consider
national time-use surveys an important
statistical tool for measuring and valuing
paid and unpaid work of women and men,
and for increasing the visibility of women’s
work both at home and in the labour mar-
ket. Some of the surveys (in Benin, Chad,
India and Oman and the pilot studies in
Nigeria and South Africa) also aim to
improve data collection on women’s eco-
nomic activities, especially in the informal
sector. In India, the objectives of the pilot
survey also include using these data for
skills training, as well as for designing
poverty eradication programmes.

A joint project of the United Nations
Statistics Division, the United Nations
Development Programme (UNDP), and the
International Development Research
Centre/Canada (IDRC) is studying the
methods used in new national time-use

surveys to determine which procedures
are suitable for collecting time-use data
in developing countries; whether time-
use data can be collected from illiterate
persons using methods from developed
countries; and whether the problems of
survey methods in developing and devel-
oped countries are more similar than pre-
viously recognized. The project is also
developing guidelines for collecting and
analysing time-use statistics in develop-
ing countries.

Independent time-use surveys were uti-
lized by approximately half of the countries
collecting time-use data for the first time.
The other countries collected data through
a module on a multipurpose survey, such as
a labour force or an income and expendi-
ture survey.

Another tool needed for a time-use sur-
vey is a classification of activities of daily
life. The existing classifications, based on
developed countries, do not identify a set of
economic activities that are crucial to liveli-
hood in developing countries, such as pro-
duction for home use, certain types of home-
based work, street vending and other infor-
mal sector economic activities. The United
Nations Statistics Division\UNDP\IDRC proj-
ect is also refining and further developing a
trial international classification for time-use
statistics. One objective of this work is to
develop methods of data collection and clas-
sification of time-use statistics that can be
adapted to the situations in developing and
developed countries.b

a Independent time-use surveys: Cuba, Dominican Republic, India, Mexico, Mongolia,
Morocco, Nigeria, Occupied Palestinian Territory, Philippines, the Russian Federation 
(Komi Republic), South Africa and Thailand. Time-use module in multipurpose household
surveys: Benin, Chad, Ecuador, Guatemala, Indonesia, Lao People’s Democratic Republic,
Nepal, Nicaragua, Oman and Viet Nam.

b More detailed information on the methods used in these surveys is available at
http://www.un.org/Depts/unsd/timeuse/inter.htm

Time-use surveys in developing countries



ential between women’s and men’s earnings narrowed
between 1990 and 1997 in 26 of the 36 countries re-
porting data for the manufacturing sector, while it
remained constant or widened in the remaining 10
countries (chart 5.23).

Pay differentials between women and men vary
across occupational groups and countries. In Finland,
for instance, the income of female wage and salary
earners was, on average, 80 per cent that of men in
1993, while female managers earned 66 per cent of the
salary of male managers.58 In the United Kingdom,
women professionals earned 17 per cent less than men
in 1996 and women managers earned 27 per cent less
than men. In Uruguay, earnings of women managers
in the banking and finance sector were as little as 47
per cent of those of men in 1995.59

Part-time employment increasing and
women majority of part-time workers
There has been an increase in part-time employment
relative to full-time employment in the last two

decades.60 Part-time work is particularly important
to women, offering them an effective way to divide
their time between paid work, household responsi-
bilities and child-rearing. It can facilitate gradual
entry into, participation in and retirement from the
labour market. However, it is often associated with
low professional status, lower pay and fewer or non-
existent career opportunities.

In countries for which data are reported, women rep-
resent the large majority of part-time workers, account-
ing for 80 per cent or more in some cases (table 5.B).

Part-time work is common for women in Western
Europe. More than half of employed women work part
time in the Netherlands, close to half in Switzerland
and more than one third in Iceland, Norway and the
United Kingdom. In contrast, 3 to 11 per cent of men
work part-time in this region.

Part-time work is also common for women in the
developed regions outside Europe (19 to 38 per cent).
Though part-time work for men is low in these regions,
it is slowly increasing, except in the United States.
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Source: Prepared by the Statistics Division of the United Nations Secretariat from Women’s Indicators and Statistics Database (Wistat),
Version 4, CD-ROM (United Nations publication, Sales No. E.00.XVII.4), based on ILO, Yearbook of Labour Statistics (Geneva), 1977–1998.

1990 19901992/1997 1992/1997
Africa

Egypt                           68 74
Kenya                           73 ..
Swaziland                       73 71
Zambia                          73 ..

Latin America

Brazil                          54 54
Costa Rica                      74 86
El Salvador                     94 95
Mexico                          50 71
Paraguay                        66 77

Asia

Bangladesh                      49 50
Cyprus                          58 60
China

Hong Kong SAR                       69 61
Macao SAR                           67 57

Jordan                          57 62
Malaysia                        49 58
Myanmar 97 96
Republic of Korea             50 56
Singapore                       55 60
Sri Lanka                       88 85
Thailand                        64 68
Turkey                          81 99

Developed regions

Australia                       82 85
Austria                         .. 66
Belgium                         75 80
Bulgaria .. 72
Denmark                         85 85
Finland                         77 79
France                          79 79
Germany          73 74
Greece                          78 81
Hungary                         70 70
Ireland                         69 75
Italy                           83 ..
Japan                           41 ..
Latvia 84 89
Lithuania .. 81
Luxembourg                      62 63
Netherlands                     77 ..
New Zealand                     74 78
Norway                          86 87
Portugal                        69 69
Spain                           72 ..
Sweden                          89 90
Switzerland                     68 69
United Kingdom                  68 72
United States                   68 ..

Chart 5.23:

Women continue to earn less than men in all countries and areas
Women’s wages in manufacturing as a percentage of men’s wages



In Eastern Europe, part-time work is less common
and differences between women and men workers are
less pronounced. In five out of eight of these coun-
tries, 10 per cent or fewer women and men workers
are employed part-time.

Few countries in the developing regions report
data on part-time employment. In these countries the
part-time work force is largely female.

More women employed 
during childbearing years
How to reconcile work outside the home with fami-
ly responsibilities is the focus of much concern.
More women are spending their childbearing and
child-rearing years in paid employment (see section on

activity rates over the life cycle). The rights of working
women during their reproductive years are increas-
ingly being considered in labour legislation and
workplace practices have improved; however, the
gap between legislation and practice remains wide.
Married women with children find it easier to take
advantage of career opportunities when employers
grant them the flexibility to combine household
responsibilities and a career.61 The ILO has conduct-
ed an extensive review of the conventions and prac-
tices relating to pregnancy and working women (see

section on maternity leave).62

Many working mothers still experience unequal
treatment in employment at some point during
their time in the workforce. Discriminatory prac-
tices based on potential or actual maternity are
widespread, so much so that some countries have
passed, or are considering, legislation prohibiting
employers from requiring as a condition of employ-
menta sterilization certificate or a commitment
from the employee that she will not become preg-
nant during the term of her contract.

Maternity leave
The right of the mother to a leave from employment
after childbirth and a guarantee that she can resume
her job has been recognized internationally since the
ILO Maternity Protection Convention was adopted in
1952. This Convention stipulates a standard materni-
ty leave of at least 12 weeks duration. Today, 119 coun-
tries meet this standard of 12 weeks or more; in 20
countries, maternity leave is 17 weeks or longer; and
31 countries offer less than 12 weeks of maternity
leave (table 5.C).

How maternity leave is implemented and whether
granting it is optional or compulsory for the employ-
er can profoundly affect women’s actual entitlement.
In the United States, it is optional; in other countries
there is a mandatory minimum level. In still other

countries, the standard minimum duration of 12
weeks, stipulated as a minimum requirement in the
Maternity Protection Convention, is compulsory.

Most women can only take advantage of maternity
leave if it is paid. Most countries provide for full pay-
ment or close to full payment during maternity leave.
However, many countries provide no cash benefits at
all. In some countries, benefits are paid only during
the first part of the leave or are granted to public
employees only (table 5.C).

Where social security systems fund maternity
leave, minimum contribution levels may be required
to qualify. Part-time and temporary workers may also
have difficulty qualifying, and the number of women
actually covered varies across countries. Because they
work outside the formal sector to which social securi-
ty is extended, a large proportion of economically
active women do not enjoy maternity and medical
benefits. Some countries (Ecuador, Morocco and
Tunisia) have extended maternity benefits to agricul-
tural workers. Belgium, France, Gabon, Luxembourg
and Spain have set up special schemes to cover self-
employed women.

Employment protection
Keeping their jobs through pregnancy, childbirth and
maternity leave is an essential right of employed
women. According to the ILO, 29 countries, mostly in
Africa and Asia, prohibit dismissing a worker on mater-
nity leave for any reason. In addition, several countries
prohibit dismissal during a period following the
employee’s return to work. The duration of this prohi-
bition ranges from 30 days after return from leave in
Belgium and the Republic of Korea to two years in
Mongolia and three years in Belarus and Ukraine.

Termination of employment due to pregnancy is
reported even in countries that outlaw the practice.
In the United Kingdom, one in eight inquiries
received by the Equal Opportunity Commission con-
cerns dismissal due to pregnancy. Women who
return to work after childbirth face new obstacles to
their career development and are often placed in
lower status positions.

Parental leave
Parental leave, which allows employed male and
female parents to stay home with their children when
needed, is considered an essential component of equal
opportunity for women and men who combine par-
enthood with employment.

In a review of legislation in 138 member countries,
the ILO found 36 with legislation governing parental
leave. In 25 of them, including nine of the 14
European Union countries with such legislation, this
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leave is paid.63 The Nordic countries offer the most
generous policy packages to parents, with a high level
of compensation for loss of earnings. In Australia,
New Zealand and the United States, parental leave,
though completely gender neutral, is unpaid.

Most parental leave schemes also provide a guar-
antee that the employee can return to his or her job
after the leave—a guarantee that is indispensable
for the scheme to be effective. The length of the

leave, the age of the child for which the leave is
granted, the flexibility in terms of when leave can 
be taken and whether the mother and the father can
transfer leave to each other are other important
components of parental leave legislation. Moreover,
it appears that parents are most likely to take leave
where it is paid.

Few countries report the number of parents tak-
ing parental leave. In countries that do provide this
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Currently, our knowledge of work and production
within the economies of countries is defined by

two main systems: the measurement of economic
activities and the estimation of the value of pro-
duction. Yet the boundary within which these sta-
tistics are confined—i.e., the production boundary
set by the System of National Accounts (SNA)—lim-
its the comprehensiveness of official statistics on
work and the completeness of national accounts
estimates. Thus, beyond the issue of gender
inequity in the measurement of work, there is
some evidence that employment statistics do not
cover all work done in the total economic system
and that “much of subsistence work and produc-
tion and all household work and production escape
regular statistical measurement”.a

Within the SNA framework, workb may fall
either within or outside the production boundary.
Work that falls within the SNA production boundary
is considered “economic” in labour force statis-
tics, and the person engaged in such activities is
recorded as economically active. Work that falls
outside the SNA production boundary is considered
“non-economic” in labour force statistics, and the
person engaged only in such activities is not
recorded as economically active. When the amount
of households’ own-account production of goods is
deemed not to be quantitatively important in rela-
tion to the total supply of those goods in a country,
this production may not be recorded or included in
national accounts estimates.c

There are different ways in which the various
forms of work may be categorized. In the developed
countries, the primary interest is to consider both
work within the SNA boundary and work outside the
SNA boundary. For developing countries, consider-
ing the relative difficulties in measurement of activ-
ities, the forms of work can be grouped as follows:
(a) formal market economy, (b) informal economy,
(c) subsistence economy and (d) household econo-
my. The trends and interactions of these segments

can only be properly understood if the levels of par-
ticipation and production are measured regularly.
The various forms must also be measured separate-
ly in order to maintain the integrity of the long-
established system of national accounts. The 1993
SNA recognizes the need for separate measure-
ment and recommends that valuation of production
outside the boundaries set for the SNA be under-
taken in “satellite” accounts, separate from but
consistent with the main SNA estimates.

Work in progress
Efforts to expand coverage of activities of individ-
uals and households, with respect to both the
measurement of the quantity of work and the valu-
ation of production, are being undertaken in coun-
tries of the developing and developed regions.

Concerning the measurement of work, devel-
oped countries have concentrated efforts on time-
use surveys that help determine the relative
shares of women’s and men’s time in economic
activities and household work. In developing coun-
tries, where labour statistics are still inadequate to
cover the various forms of work discussed above,
efforts focus on the improvement of data collec-
tion in the informal sector and subsistence produc-
tion activities, as well as on the development of
time-use surveys, with special focus on methods
and classification of activities (see box on time-
use surveys in developing countries).  

Concerning the valuation of production, meth-
ods for satellite accounts are being produced and
tested in some countries, with two main areas of
interest. Satellite accounts should provide informa-
tion on the value of households’ contribution to the
economy, outside the production boundary. In addi-
tion, they may help assess the relative contribution
of women and men to the economy as a whole as
well as to the household sector. Efforts have been
undertaken mainly in developed countries and have
largely focused on household production activities.

By 1995, Bulgaria, Denmark and Norway had
each estimated the value of production outside
the SNA production boundary for three points in
time and Finland, for two points in time. A study
sponsored by the United Nations Development
Programme shows that of the 14 countries report-
ed to have carried out time-use surveys by 1995,
seven had used these data to estimate the value
of non-SNA production (Australia, Bulgaria,
Denmark, Finland, France, Germany and Norway).d

Another cross-national study by OECD in 1995
reviewed methods used to measure household
production in selected OECD member countries
(Australia, Canada, Denmark, Finland, Germany,
New Zealand and Norway).e

More detailed review of methods for valuation
and development of satellite accounts on household
production has been undertaken by the International
Research and Training Institute for the Advancement
of Women (INSTRAW),f covering Canada, Finland and
Nepal. The Statistical Office of the European
Communities (Eurostat) has proposed a framework
for developing satellite accounts of household pro-
duction based on a review of the experiences of such
countries as Germany and the United Kingdom, which
have produced household satellite accounts, as well
as Australia, Canada, Denmark, Finland, Norway and
Sweden, which compile input-output tables for
household production.g

Methods of valuation
In accordance with the SNA, household production
is defined as covering a wide range of productive
activities both within and outside the SNA produc-
tion boundary, including: 
• production of agricultural goods by households

for their own final consumption;
• construction of a household’s own dwellings or

other structures for their own use, or engaging in
structural improvements or extensions to existing
dwellings or structures;
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leave, such as Denmark, Norway and Sweden, nearly
all eligible families (mostly mothers) take advantage
of these plans.

In the majority of countries, parental leave is
designed as a family right and can be taken by the
mother or the father. However, most men do not take
parental leave. In Denmark, 92 per cent of leave-takers
in 1996 were women. In Germany, women represent-
ed 96 per cent of all parents who took leave in 1995. In

Finland, 38 per cent of fathers took leave when the
child was born, but only 2 per cent took parental leave.
Among mothers in Finland, 99 per cent took both
maternal and parental leave.

Some countries (Belgium, Denmark, Greece, the
Netherlands and Sweden) have specific measures to
encourage fathers to share child-rearing with their
partners, such as allotting a non-transferable portion
of leave to the father.64 ■
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• production of other goods for their own final use by
households; e.g., cloth, clothing, furniture and other
household goods and foodstuffs;

• production of housing services by owner occupiers
for their own consumption;

• production of domestic and personal services for
consumption within the same household; e.g. the
preparation of meals, care and training of chil-
dren, cleaning, repairs etc.h

Household production has typically been meas-
ured either by time inputs or by outputs. From the
time-input side, production is expressed in terms of
the number of hours and minutes household mem-
bers spend on productive household activities. From
the output side, the quantities of goods and services
produced by household members for their own con-
sumption are valued in monetary terms. 

The main sources of data for valuation of
household production are time-use surveys, house-
hold expenditure surveys, household budget sur-
veys or any other surveys that collect information
on household production. Time-use surveys pro-
vide estimates of time-inputs, while household
expenditure surveys are particularly suited to pro-
vide information on intermediate consumption
(which consists of the value of goods and services
consumed as inputs by the production process).i

Since, by definition, household production is
not sold, it bears no price. Its valuation has there-
fore entailed imputation of monetary value to the
outputs of the various activities. Only then can
production be aggregated and compared to nation-
al accounts aggregates—that is, if the outputs are
“valued at market price of equivalent market prod-
ucts”.j This method, referred to as output-based
valuation, has rarely been used because data on
physical output of households are scarce.

The other method, input-based valuation,
involves valuing labour inputs as well as other
inputs, to obtain household production at costs of
inputs. However, most studies have only valued the

labour cost.  Imputing monetary value to household
labour inputs has been approached in three ways:
the opportunity cost method, the market replace-
ment cost of a “global substitute” and the market
replacement cost of “specialized substitutes”: 
• Opportunity cost method: valuing housework time

at the wage that household members would expect
to receive on the labour market, based on such
characteristics as age, sex, qualification, and to the
extent that data are available, employment status.

• Market replacement cost of a “global substitute”:
estimated based on the market value of house-
hold members’ time. Each member’s time input
into household production is valued at the aver-
age wage rate of domestic helpers.

• Market replacement cost of “specialized substi-
tutes”: different wage rates are applied accord-
ing to the specific household activity, assuming
that different persons would be hired for each
category of household task, such as cooking,
cleaning, sewing, nursing, etc.

Issues arising from studies 
of satellite accounts
A major issue with the methods of valuation based
on costing labour factors is the fact that women’s
wages tend to be low, due in part to occupational
sex segregation. Consequently, housework done
by women is assigned a lower value. In addition,
each of these approaches to imputation yields dif-
ferent results. Another issue that needs to be
addressed is whether net wages or gross wages
are to be used. 

Due to differences in wage determination and
in time-use data, estimates of household produc-
tion are not comparable across countries.

Studies on valuation of household production
indicate that there is need to (a) collect informa-
tion on non-SNA activities that have hitherto not
been systematically recorded and (b) compile
monetary values of households’ output compati-

ble with the SNA. While significant progress is being
made in time-use methodology (see box on time-use

surveys in developing countries), there is limited
development in the estimation of households’ pro-
duction.  It will be necessary to develop and test
the output-based methods of valuation, as well as
to ascertain the sensitivity of estimates to different
definitions of household production and methods of
valuation of input-based household work.

a Duncan Ironmonger, “Towards a more compre-
hensive knowledge of all forms of work: Statistics
for the development and monitoring of social and
economic policies”, paper presented at an expert
group meeting on engendering labour force statis-
tics”, New York, 1998.

b Work includes all productive activities that are
performed for another’s benefit or for one’s own
benefit provided that it could be carried out by
someone other than the person benefiting from it,
while achieving the desired result.

c Commission of the European Communities and
others, System of National Accounts, 1993 (United
Nations publication, Sales No.E.94.XVII.4), paras.
1.21,1.22, and 6.25.

d L. Goldschmidt-Clermont and Elisabeth
Pagnossin-Aligisakis, “Measures of unrecorded
economic activities in fourteen countries”, in
UNDP, Background Papers: Human Development
Report 1995 (New York, Oxford University Press).

e OECD, Household Production in OECD Countries:
Data Sources and Measurement Methods
(Paris, 1995).

f INSTRAW, Measurement and Valuation of Unpaid
Contribution: Accounting through Time and Output
(Santo Domingo, 1995); and INSTRAW, Valuation of
Household Production and the Satellite Accounts
(Santo Domingo, 1996).

g Eurostat, “Proposal for a satellite account of
household production” (1999).

h Commission of the European Communities and
others, 1993; op. cit., para. 1.21.

i Ibid., para. 6.147.
j Goldschmidt-Clermont and Pagnossin-Aligisakis,

loc. cit.
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h Excluding persons on childcare leave.
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W WM M

Unemployment rate (%), 
1991/ 1997

Unemployment rate (%), 
1991/ 1997

Africa

Algeriaa 24.0 26.9
Botswana 23.9 19.4
Egypt 24.1 7.6
Mauritius 13.9 7.8
Morocco b 23.0 15.8

Latin America
and the Caribbean

Antigua and Barbuda 5.6 6.4
Argentina 17.6 15.4
Aruba 7.9 5.4
Bahamas 12.0 10.3
Barbados 22.9 16.5
Belize 18.6 11.7
Boliviab 4.5 3.7
Brazil c 8.8 5.7
Chile 6.6 4.7
Colombiad 15.1 9.8
Costa Rica 7.5 4.9
Dominican Republic 28.6 9.5
Ecuador b 12.7 7.0
El Salvador 5.3 9.5
Grenada 12.7 14.6
Guyana 18.1 8.4
Hondurasb 3.2 3.2
Jamaica 23.0 9.9
Mexico 4.7 2.9
Nicaragua 14.8 12.6
Panama 20.0 11.3
Paraguay b 8.6 7.8
Peru b 8.9 6.8
Puerto Rico e 12.1 14.4
Saint Lucia 19.3 13.8
St. Vincent/Grenadines 22.1 18.4
Suriname 16.4 7.9
Trinidad and Tobago 21.0 13.2
Uruguay b 13.2 8.0
Venezuela 12.8 9.0

Asia

Bangladesh 2.3 2.7
China

Hong Kong SAR 2.0 2.3
Macao SAR 2.5 3.6

Cyprus 4.3 2.3
Indonesia 5.1 3.3
Israel f 8.8 6.8
Pakistan 13.7 4.1
Philippines 8.5 7.5

Asia (cont’d)

Republic of Korea 2.3 2.8
Singapore 2.4 2.4
Sri Lanka g 17.6 8.0
Syrian Arab Republic 14.0 5.2
Tajikistan 2.9 2.4
Thailand 0.9 0.9
Turkey 7.4 6.0
Uzbekistan 0.5 0.3

Developed regions

Australia 8.1 8.6
Belarus 3.3 2.2
Belgium 11.5 7.1
Bulgaria 14.1 14.2
Canada 9.2 9.2
Croatia 20.1 14.0
Czech Republic 5.8 3.8
Denmark 6.4 4.5
Estonia 9.2 10.7
Finland 15.1 13.8
France 14.2 10.8
Germany 10.9 8.9
Greece 14.8 6.2
Hungary 7.7 9.5
Iceland 4.5 3.3
Ireland 10.3 10.3
Italy 16.9 9.7
Japan 3.4 3.4
Latvia 14.6 14.3
Lithuania 6.9 6.6
Luxembourg 3.6 1.8
Malta 2.8 5.8
Netherlands 7.0 4.4
New Zealand 6.7 6.6
Norway 4.3 4.0
Poland 13.2 9.5
Portugal 8.5 6.6
Romania 6.4 5.7
Russian Federation 9.0 9.6
San Marino 7.3 1.9
Slovakia h 12.5 10.8
Slovenia 7.3 7.0
Spain 28.3 15.8
Sweden 7.5 8.3
Switzerland 3.9 4.3
The FYR of Macedonia 44.5 35.0
Ukraine 8.4 9.5
United Kingdom 5.8 8.1
United States 5.0 4.9

Table 5.A:

Unemployment rate

Country or area Country or area



W

Table 5.B:

Part-time employment

Percentage of adult 
employment 

that is part-time

Country or area Country or area1990 / 1993

M W

1996 / 1998 1990 / 1993 1996 / 19981990/
1993

1996/
1998

1990/
1993

1996/
1998

M

Women’s share 
of part-time 

employment (%)
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W

Percentage of adult employment 
that is part-time

M W M

Women’s share 
of part-time 

employment (%)

Caribbean

Bahamas 14 11 15 11 53 52

Barbados 9 6 6 4 54 59

Jamaica 12 7 10 5 59 59

Suriname 32 8 24 8 68 61

Trinidad and Tobago 21 18 17 14 39 41

Central America

Belize 33 16 38 21 47 42

Mexico 31 a 10 a 30 9 61a 64

Asia

Republic of Korea 6 3 8 3 59 62

Turkey 20 5 13 3 63 64

Eastern Europe

Bulgaria 2 2 1 1 48 42

Czech Republic 10 3 10 3 74 74

Hungary 4 2 8 3 66 71

Poland 13 9 14 8 54 57

Romania 17 b 10b 18 12 60b 55

Slovakia 5 2 4 1 73 74

Slovenia 4 3 10 7 53 57

Latvia 12 a 12 a 14 12 48a 52

Western Europe

Austria 22 a 3 a 21 3 84a 86

Belgium 30 5 32 5 80 83

Denmark 30 10 24 11 72 64

Finland 10 5 11 6 68 62

Western 
Europe (cont’d)

France 22 4 25 6 80 79

Germany 25 2 30 4 89 86

Greece 12 4 14 5 61 63

Iceland 38 7 37 8 82 77

Ireland 20 4 27 7 72 73

Italy 18 4 22 5 71 71

Luxembourg 19 2 24 2 83 82

Netherlands 53 13 55 11 70 78

Norway 39 7 37 8 83 80

Portugal 12 3 17 5 74 73

Sweden 25 5 23 7 81 76

Switzerland 46 9 48 8 80 83

United Kingdom 40 5 41 8 85 80

Other 
developed regions

Australia 36 11 38 14 69 67

Canada 27 9 29 11 70 70

Japan 33 9 36 12 71 68

United States 20 8 19 8 68 70

Source: ILO, Key Indicators of the Labour Market (KILM) (Geneva, 1999),
table 5. KILM table 5 was compiled from the following sources: ILO, Digest
of Caribbean Labour Statistics, 1997 (Port of Spain); OECD-CCNM Labour
Market Database; and OECD, Employment Outlook, June 1998.

a Data refer to 1995.

b Data refer to 1994.
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Percentage of wages paid 
in covered period

Length of  
maternity leaveCountry or area

Provider 
of coverage

Table 5.C:

Maternity leave benefits, as of 1998

Africa

Algeria 14 weeks 100 Social Security

Angola 90 days 100 Employer

Benin 14 weeks 100 Social Security

Botswana 12 weeks 25 Employer

Burkina Faso 14 weeks 100 S.S. / Employer

Burundi 12 weeks 50 Employer

Cameroon 14 weeks 100 Social Security

Central African Rep. 14 weeks 50 Social Security

Chad 14 weeks 50 Social Security

Comoros 14 weeks 100 Employer

Congo 15 weeks 100 50% Employer / 50% S.S.

Côte d’Ivoire 14 weeks 100 Social Security

Dem. Rep. of the Congo 14 weeks 67 Employer

50
Djibouti 14 weeks (100 for public employees) Employer / S.S.

Egypt 50 days 100 S.S. / Employer

Equatorial Guinea 12 weeks 75 Social Security

Eritrea 60 days .. ..

Ethiopia 90 days 100 Employer

Gabon 14 weeks 100 Social Security

Gambia 12 weeks 100 Employer

Ghana 12 weeks 50 Employer

Guinea 14 weeks 100 50% Employer / 50% S.S.

Guinea-Bissau 60 days 100 Employer / S.S.

Kenya 2 months 100 Employer

Lesotho 12 weeks 0 ..

Libyan Arab Jamahiriya 50 days 50 Employer

Madagascar 14 weeks 100 a 50% Employer / 50% S.S.

Mali 14 weeks 100 Social Security

Mauritania 14 weeks 100 Social Security

Mauritius 12 weeks 100 Employer

Morocco 12 weeks 100 Social Security

Mozambique 60 days 100 Employer

Namibia 12 weeks as prescribed Social Security

Niger 14 weeks 50 Social Security

Nigeria 12 weeks 50 Employer

Rwanda 12 weeks 67 Employer

Sao Tome and Principe 70 days 100 for 60 days Social Security

Senegal 14 weeks 100 Social Security

Seychelles 14 weeks flat rate for 10 weeks Social Security

Somalia 14 weeks 50 Employer

South Africa 12 weeks 45 Unemployment Insurance

Sudan 8 weeks 100 Employer

Swaziland 12 weeks 0 --

Togo 14 weeks 100 50% Employer / 50% S.S.
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Table 5.C (cont’d):

Maternity leave benefits, as of 1998

Percentage of wages paid 
in covered period

Length of  
maternity leave

Provider 
of coverage

Africa (cont’d)

Tunisia 30 days 67 Social Security

Uganda 8 weeks 100 for one month Employer

United Rep. of Tanzania            12 weeks 100 Employer

Zambia 12 weeks 100 Employer

Zimbabwe 90 days 60–75 Employer

Latin America 
and the Caribbean

Antigua S.S. + possible 
and Barbuda 13 weeks 60 employer supplement

Argentina 90 days 100 Social Security

Bahamas 8 weeks 100 40% Employer / 60% S.S.

Barbados 12 weeks 100 Social Security

Belize 12 weeks 80 Social Security

100% of nat'l min wage + 
Bolivia 60 days 70% of wages above min wage Social Security

Brazil 120 days 100 Social Security

Chile 18 weeks 100 Social Security

Colombia 12 weeks 100 Social Security

Costa Rica 4 months 100 50% Employer / 50% S.S.

Cuba 18 weeks 100 Social Security

Dominica 12 weeks 60 S.S. / Employer

Dominican Republic 12 weeks 100 50% Employer / 50% S.S.

Ecuador 12 weeks 100 25% Employer / 75% S.S.

El Salvador 12 weeks 75 Social Security

Grenada 3 months 100 for 2 months, 60 for 3rd month S.S. / Employer

Guatemala 12 weeks 100 33% Employer / 67% S.S.

Guyana 13 weeks 70 Social Security

Haiti 12 weeks 100 for 6 weeks Employer

Honduras 10 weeks 100 for 84 days 33% Employer / 67% S.S.

Jamaica 12 weeks 100 for 8 weeks Employer

Mexico 12 weeks 100 Social Security

Nicaragua 12 weeks 60 Social Security

Panama 14 weeks 100 Social Security

Paraguay 12 weeks 50 for 9 weeks Social Security

Peru 90 days 100 Social Security

Saint Lucia 13 weeks 65 Social Security

Trinidad and Tobago 13 weeks 60–100 S.S./Employer

Uruguay 12 weeks 100 Social Security

Venezuela 18 weeks 100 Social Security

Asia

Afghanistan 90 days 100 Employer

Azerbaijan 18 weeks .. ..

Bahrain 45 days 100 Employer

Bangladesh 12 weeks 100 Employer
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Country or area

Table 5.C (cont’d):

Maternity leave benefits, as of 1998

Percentage of wages paid 
in covered period

Length of  
maternity leave

Provider 
of coverage

Asia (cont’d)

Cambodia 90 days 50 Employer

China 90 days 100 Employer

Cyprus 16 weeks 75 Social Security

India 12 weeks 100 Employer / S.S.

Indonesia 3 months 100 Employer

Iran (Islamic Republic of) 90 days 66.7 for 16 weeks Social Security

Iraq 62 days 100 Social Security

Israel 12 weeks 75 a Social Security

Jordan 10 weeks 100 Employer

Kuwait 70 days 100 Employer

Lao People’s Dem. Rep.          90 days 100 Social Security

Lebanon 40 days 100 Employer

Malaysia 60 days 100 Employer

Mongolia 101 days .. ..

Myanmar 12 weeks 66.7 Social Security

Nepal 52 days 100 Employer

Pakistan 12 weeks 100 Employer

Philippines 60 days 100 Social Security

Qatar 40–60 days 100 for civil servants Agency concerned

Republic of Korea 60 days 100 Employer

Saudi Arabia 10 weeks 50 or 100 Employer

Singapore 8 weeks 100 Employer

Sri Lanka 12 weeks 100 Employer

Syrian Arab Republic            75 days 100 Employer

100 for 45 days then Employer for 45 days,
Thailand 90 days 50% for 15 days then S.S.

Turkey 12 weeks 66.7 Social Security

United Arab Emirates 45 days 100 Employer

Viet Nam 4–6 months 100 Social Security

Yemen 60 days 100 Employer

Oceania

Fiji 84 days Flat rate Employer

Papua New Guinea 6 weeks 0 ..

Solomon Islands 12 weeks 25 Employer

Developed regions

Australia 1 year 0 ..

Austria 16 weeks 100 Social Security

Belarus 126 days 100 Social Security

Belgium 15 weeks 82% for 30 days, 75% thereaftera Social Security

Bulgaria 120–180 days 100 Social Security

Canada 17–18 weeks 55 for 15 weeks Unemployment Insurance

Croatia 6 months + 4 weeks .. ..

Czech Republic 28 weeks .. ..

Denmark 18 weeksb 100 a Social Security
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Source: ILO, press release of 12 February 1998 (ILO/98/7).
a Up to a ceiling.
b 10 additional weeks may be taken up by either parent.
c The Family and Medical Leave Act (FMLA) of 1993 provided a total of 12 work weeks

of unpaid leave during any 12-month period for the birth of a child and the care of
the newborn. FMLA applies only to workers in companies with 50 or more workers.

Country or area

Table 5.C (cont’d):

Maternity leave benefits, as of 1998

Percentage of wages paid 
in covered period

Length of  
maternity leave

Provider 
of coverage

Developed regions (cont’d)

Estonia 18 weeks .. ..

Finland 105 days 80 Social Security

France 16–26 weeks 100 Social Security

S.S.to ceiling; 
Germany 14 weeks 100 employer pays difference

Greece 16 weeks 75 Social Security

Hungary 24 weeks 100 Social Security

Iceland 2 months Flat rate Social Security

Ireland 14 weeks 70% or fixed rate a Social Security

Italy 5 months 80 Social Security

Social Security 
Japan 14 weeks 60 or health insurance

Liechtenstein 8 weeks 80 Social Security

Luxembourg 16 weeks 100 Social Security

Malta 13 weeks 100 Social Security

Netherlands 16 weeks 100 Social Security

New Zealand 14 weeks 0 ..

100, and 26 extra paid weeks 
Norway 18 weeks by either parent Social Security

Poland 16–18 weeks 100 Social Security

Portugal 98 days 100 Social Security

Romania 112 days 50–94 Social Security

Russian Federation 140 days 100 Social Security

Spain 16 weeks 100 Social Security

450 days paid parental leave: 360   
Sweden 14 weeks days at 75% and 90 days at flat rate Social Security

Switzerland 8 weeks 100 Employer

Ukraine 126 days 100 Social Security

United Kingdom 14–18 weeks 90 for 6 weeks, flat rate thereafter Social Security

United States 12 weeks c 0 ..
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Africa

Algeria 19 76 24 76 24 .. .. .. .. .. .. 6

Angola 74 90 73 90 46 .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Benin 76 85 75 84 49 3 7 64 54 29a 32a ..

Botswana 66 84 46 60 47 59 65 8 5 16 18 26

Burkina Faso 78 91 77 90 47 .. .. .. .. .. .. 14

Burundi 83 93 83 93 50 .. .. .. .. .. .. 13

Cameroon 47 87 48 86 37 .. .. .. .. .. .. 10

Cape Verde 43 88 45 88 39 46 58 30 21 3 2 23

Central African Rep. 70 89 69 87 47 .. .. .. .. .. .. 9

Chad 66 89 67 88 44 .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Comoros 63 86 63 86 42 .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Congo 58 84 58 83 43 .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Côte d’Ivoire 43 89 44 88 32 .. .. .. .. .. .. 10

Dem. Rep. of the Congo 62 85 62 85 43 .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Djibouti .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 2

Egypt 27b 73b 22b 73b 22b 35 55 12 29 36 10 16

Equatorial Guinea 45 90 46 89 36 .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Eritrea 76 87 75 87 47 .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Ethiopia 58 86 58 86 40 5 8 28 59 65 28 8

Gabon 63 84 63 84 44 .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Gambia 69 91 70 90 44 .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Ghana 82 82 81 83 51 .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Guinea 79 88 78 87 47 .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Guinea-Bissau 57 92 57 91 40 .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Kenya 75 90 74 89 46 12 32 17 19 56 30 ..

Lesotho 46 86 47 85 37 .. .. .. .. .. .. 33

Liberia 54 85 54 84 39 .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Libyan Arab Jamahiriya 21 81 23 78 21 .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Madagascar 70 90 69 89 44 .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Malawi 80 88 79 87 49 .. .. .. .. .. .. 8

Mali 73 90 72 90 46 .. .. .. .. .. .. 20

Mauritania 65 87 64 87 44 .. .. .. .. .. .. 8

Mauritius 35 81 39 80 33 86 79 10 20 4 2 ..

Morocco 39 80 40 79 34 81c 70c 5c 23c .. .. ..

Mozambique 84 92 83 91 49 .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Namibia 54 82 54 81 41 36 60 20 16 28 10 21

Niger 70 94 70 93 44 .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Nigeria 47 88 48 87 36 .. .. .. .. .. .. 6

Reunion 45 67 47 68 43 54 53 5 13 .. .. ..

Rwanda 84 94 85d 87d 56d .. .. .. .. .. .. 46

Sao Tome and Principe .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Senegal 61 86 61 86 42 .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Seychelles .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 29

Sierra Leone 42 85 44 84 36 .. .. .. .. .. .. 8
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Table 5.D (cont’d):

Economic activity

Self-employed
workers

W M

Contributing family
workers

W M

Adult (15+) economic activity rate (%)

W M

1995/1997

W M
Africa (cont’d)

Somalia 64 88 64 87 43 .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

South Africa 46 80 46 79 37 70 78 5 8 .. .. 19

Sudan 31 87 33 86 28 .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Swaziland 40 80 41 80 37 .. .. .. .. .. .. 15

Togo 53 88 53 87 39 .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Tunisia 33 80 35 79 30 70 71 14 25 15 3 9

Uganda 81 92 81 91 48 7 21 39 62 54 17 14

United Rep. of Tanzania 83 89 83 89 49 .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Western Sahara .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Zambia 66 87 66 86 45 .. .. .. .. .. .. 6

Zimbabwe 67 86 67 86 45 .. .. .. .. .. .. 15

Latin America 
and the Caribbean

Antigua and Barbuda .. .. .. .. .. 83 78 15 20 1 1 ..

Argentina 29 79 41 76 37 .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Aruba .. .. .. .. .. 94 88 5 12 1 0 ..

Bahamas 65 81 67 81 47 86 78 12 19 1 0 26

Barbados 60 76 62 73 49 90 83 9 16 0 0 38

Belize 24 86 34 79 31 75 62 21 34 4 4 ..

Bolivia 46 84 56e 74e 46e 43d 60d 45d 35d 12d 5d 24

Brazil 44b 85b 51 82 40 64 f 61 f 22 f 29 f 10 f 6 f 37 f

Chile 32 75 35 75 33 .. .. .. .. .. .. 19

Colombia 46b 80b 52b 78b 44b 70g 61g 28g 38g 2g 1g 35

Costa Rica 33b 83b 36b 81b 32b 74 68 22 29 4 3 27

Cuba 42 75 47 77 38 .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Dominica .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 36

Dominican Republic 34 86 38 86 30 65 47 31 48 4 5 28

Ecuador 28 85 49 81 39 46d 59d 33d 38d 9d 2d 26

El Salvador 51 80 41 79 37 41 60 41 30 7 9 25

French Guyana .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Grenada .. .. .. .. .. 84 74 12 17 1 2 32

Guadeloupe 53 71 55 72 44 .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Guatemala 28 90 32 88 27 68h 73h 26h 24h 5h 3h 32

Guyana 37 84 40 85 33 53 52 44 38 .. .. ..

Haiti 58 82 57 82 43 18 15 57 61 10 11 33

Honduras 34 87 41b 88b 34b 48 46 42 41 11 12 39

Jamaica 62 77 69 81 46 65 55 31 42 4 2 ..

Martinique 55 69 57 70 47 .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Mexico 34 84 39 84 34 58 58 23 32 19 10 20

Netherlands Antilles 51 74 52 68 48 92 88 4 9 1 0 48

Nicaragua 40 87 44 86 35 .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Panama 39 79 43b 80b 36b 79 60 18 37 3 4 27

Paraguay 51 83 35 87 29 69 77 25 20 6 3 14

Peru 29 80 55 78 44 33d 54d 45d 40d 13d 5d 23
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Table 5.D (cont’d):

Economic activity

Self-employed
workers

W M

Contributing family
workers

W M

Adult (15+) economic activity rate (%)

W M

1995/1997

W M
Latin America 
and the Caribbean (cont’d)

Puerto Rico 31 i 61 i 35 i 62 i 40 i 92 81 6 18 1 0 59

Saint Kitts and Nevis .. .. .. .. .. 84 81 13 16 1 1 ..

Saint Lucia .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

St. Vincent/Grenadines .. .. .. .. .. 79 71 18 27 3 2 42

Suriname 30 74 33 j 64 j 35 j .. .. .. .. .. .. 10

Trinidad and Tobago 38 74 47 74 39 77 72 16 24 6 2 42

Uruguay 44 75 47d 74d 43d 74d 71d 19d 26d 4d 1d 28

US Virgin Islands .. .. .. .. .. 88 83 4 11 0 0 49

Venezuela 38 82 41 81 33 70 58 23 34 2 1 24

Asia

Afghanistan 46 86 48 86 34 .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Armenia 63 76 62 74 48 .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Azerbaijan 52 75 53 74 44 .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Bahrain 29 88 31 87 19 .. .. .. .. .. .. 21

Bangladesh 66 88 56 89 38 9 15 8 43 77 17 5

Bhutan 58 91 58 90 39 .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Brunei Darussalam 45 82 48 82 34 .. .. .. .. .. .. 17

Cambodia 82 84 76 82 53 .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

China 74 86 74 86 45 .. .. .. .. .. .. 12k

Hong Kong SAR 47 79 48 76 39 93 84 3 14 2 0 18

Macao SAR 53 84 55 79 44 90 83 5 14 2 0 15

Cyprus 48 81 49 80 38 .. .. .. .. .. .. 10 l

Dem. People’s Rep. of Korea 61 79 62 82 44 .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

East Timor 76 89 76 89 44 .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Georgia 56 75 55 73 46 .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

India 40 86 41 86 31 .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Indonesia 50 83 53 82 40 24 32 29 52 45 14 17

Iran (Islamic Rep. of) 21 81 25 79 24 .. .. .. .. .. .. 2

Iraq 15 75 17 75 18 .. .. .. .. .. .. 13

Israel 41 62 46 62 44 90m 80m 9m 20m 1m 0m 19

Jordan 17 76 22 76 21 .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Kazakhstan 61 78 60 76 46 .. .. .. .. .. .. 48

Kuwait 38 85 39 79 31 .. .. .. .. .. .. 5

Kyrgyzstan 59 74 60 74 47 .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Lao People’s Dem. Rep. 74 90 75 89 47 .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Lebanon 24 74 27 76 28 .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Malaysia 45n 82n 47n 81n 37n 72 71 14 25 15 4 16

Maldives 66 84 65 83 42 43 51 44 39 7 4 14

Mongolia 72 85 73 84 47 .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Myanmar 66 89 66 88 44 .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Nepal 56 88 57 86 40 .. .. .. .. .. .. 9

Occupied Palestinian Territory 6 66 8 68 10 .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Oman 13 82 16 79 14 .. .. .. .. .. .. ..
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Table 5.D (cont’d):
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Self-employed
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Asia (cont’d)

Pakistan 29 85 13 82 13 25 35 14 47 62 17 4

Philippines 48 82 49 82 38 41 42 30 40 19 10 35

Qatar 34 94 35 92 13 .. .. .. .. .. .. 1

Republic of Korea 47b 74b 50b 76b 41b 60 65 20 34 20 2 4

Saudi Arabia 15 85 18 82 13 .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Singapore 51 80 51 78 41 93 83 6 17 2 0 36

Sri Lanka 40 79 41 78 36 68o 60o 16o 34o 16o 6o 15o

Syrian Arab Republic 24 78 26 78 25 46p 50p 6p 37p 35p 8p 3p

Tajikistan 52 74 55 74 44 .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Thailand 76b 88b 67b 82b 45b 34 41 21 43 44 16 21

Turkey 34 80 28 74 28 25 49 8 39 67 12 6

Turkmenistan 59 78 61 78 45 .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

United Arab Emirates 29 91 31 89 13 .. .. .. .. .. .. 2

Uzbekistan 59 75 61 74 46 .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Viet Nam 76 85 75 84 49 .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Yemen 28 81 29 82 27 .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Oceania

American Samoa .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 31

Fiji 26 84 32 82 27 .. .. .. .. .. .. 9

French Polynesia .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 16

Guam .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 41

Kiribati .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 9

Marshall Islands .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 7

Micronesia (Fed. States of) .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 9q

New Caledonia .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 14

Palau .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 32

Papua New Guinea 67 88 67 87 42 .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Samoa .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 12

Solomon Islands 83 90 82 89 46 .. .. .. .. .. .. 3

Tonga 36 76 45 74 39 46 45 31 35 14 18 5

Vanuatu .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 13

Developed regions

Albania 58 83 59 83 41 .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Andorra .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Australia 52 75 53 72 43 88 83 11 17 1 1 24

Austria 43 69 46 67 43 87 86 9 12 5 2 22

Belarus 61 76 59 74 49 .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Belgium 37 61 41 61 42 82 81 10 18 8 1 ..

Bermuda .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 37

Bosnia and Herzegovina 43 76 44 75 38 .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Bulgaria 60 68 58 66 48 .. .. .. .. .. .. 31

Canada 59 76 57 73 45 90 88 9 12 1a 0a 43

Croatia 48 71 48 69 44 .. .. .. .. .. .. 24
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Table 5.D (cont’d):

Economic activity

Self-employed
workers

W M

Contributing family
workers

W M

Adult (15+) economic activity rate (%)

W M

1995/1997

W M
Developed regions (cont’d)

Czech Republic 61 74 52 71 44 91 83 9 17 1 0 ..

Denmark 62 75 59 72 46 95 88 6 12 0 0 20

Estonia 64 77 53 r 69 r 48 r 97 91 2 8 1 1 ..

Finland 64 74 62 r 71 r 47 r 90 81 10 18 1 1 25

France 46 64 47 62 45 .. .. .. .. .. .. 10

Germany 44s 70s 47 68 43 92 87 6 13 2 0 19

Greece 35 66 36 63 39 58 53 19 42 24 5 12

Hungary 48 68 43b 60b 44b 90 82 8 15 2 1 58

Iceland 66 82 68 i 80 i 47 i 89 77 11 23 1 0 ..

Ireland 36 69 42 68 39 91 72 8 27 2 1 17

Italy 36b 64b 35b 61b 38b 77 68 17 29 7 3 54

Japan 50 77 50 78 41 80 84 8 14 12 2 9

Latvia 63 77 52 69 48 82 80 11 15 7 5 ..

Liechtenstein .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Lithuania 60 75 54 70 47 83 73 15 21 3 7 ..

Luxembourg 34 68 38 65 38 .. .. .. .. .. .. 12

Malta 23 73 25 72 27 .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Monaco .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Netherlands 53n 80n 51n 72n 42n 90 87 8 13 2 0 17

New Zealand 54 74 57 75 45 86 75 13 24 1 1 55

Norway 62 i 77 i 68 i 78 i 46 i 95 89 4 11 1 0 31

Poland 57 75 50 66 46 74 70 20 26 7 4 66

Portugal 51 74 49 67 45 73 71 26 28 2 1 50

Republic of Moldova 61 75 60 73 49 .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Romania 52 69 58 73 46 56 65 17 26 27 9 45

Russian Federation 60 76 59 t 74 t 48 t .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

San Marino .. .. .. .. .. 84 78 13 16 0 0 17

Slovakia 63 75 51 66 45 96 92 4 8 0 0 60

Slovenia 55 71 52 65 46 84 79 8 16 9 5 23

Spain 33 i 68 i 38 i 64 i 39 i 79 75 15 24 5 2 12

Sweden 71 i 77 i 65 i 72 i 47 i 94 85 5 15 1 0 59u

Switzerland 49 79 57 79 44 86 83 9 15 5 1 29

The FYR of Macedonia 49 73 43v 67v 39v 81 78 8 18 11 5 16

Ukraine 57 73 57b 69b 50b .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

United Kingdom 53 i 75 i 54 i 72 i 44 i 92 83 7 17 1 0 33

United States 58 i 76 i 60 iw 75 iw 46 i 93 91 6 10 0 0 44

Yugoslavia 50 72 50 71 42 .. .. .. .. .. .. ..
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Sources: For economic activity rate and % women in the
labour force (cols. 1-5): ILO, Key Indicators of the Labour
Market (KILM) (Geneva, 1999), table 1. KILM table 1 was
compiled from the following sources: ILO, Yearbook of
Labour Statistics, 1998  (Geneva, 1998); ILO, Economically
Active Population, 1950–2010, fourth edition (Geneva,
1996); and OECD, Labour Force Statistics, 1976–1996
(Paris). For percentage distribution of the labour force by
status in employment (cols. 6-11): ILO, Key Indicators of
the Labour Market (Geneva, 1999), table 3. KILM table 3
was compiled from the following sources: ILO, Yearbook of
Labour Statistics, 1998 (Geneva, 1998); ILO, Digest of
Caribbean Labor Statistics, 1997 (Port of Spain); OECD,
Labour Force Statistics, 1976–1996 (Paris); and ILO,
Economic, Labour and Social Indicators Database
(Santiago). For percentage women among administrative
and managerial workers (col. 12): prepared by the
Statistics Division of the United Nations Secretariat from
Women’s Indicators and Statistics Database (Wistat),
Version 4, CD-ROM (United Nations publication, Sales No.
E.00.XVII.4), based on the following: ILO,Yearbook of
Labour Statistics (Geneva), various years up to 1992; ILO,
LABORSTA database (as of August 1998); national census
and survey reports; and national statistical yearbooks. 

a ”Contributing family workers” includes apprentices.

b Data are estimated to correspond to standard age groups.

c Urban areas. “Wage and salaried workers” includes unpaid
family workers and members of producers’ cooperatives.

d Urban areas.

e The data relate to the urban survey conducted in the
main departmental capitals of the country.

f Excluding the rural populations of Rondônia, Acre,
Amazonas, Roraima, Pará and Amapá. Excluding institu-
tional household members.

g Seven main cities.

h Guatemala City.

i For persons aged 16 or over.

j The data relate to the districts of Wanica and Paramaribo.

k Covering only the civilian population of 30 provinces,
municipalities and autonomous regions. Excluding
Jimmen and Mazhu islands and persons working for the
first time.

l Data relate to the government controlled
areas.

mIncluding the residents of East Jerusalem.

n For persons aged 15 to 64.

o Excluding northern and eastern provinces. 

p Syrians only.

q Data refer to Chuuk state only.

r For persons aged 15 to 74.

s Data for 1990 do not include the former
German Democratic Republic.

t For persons aged 15 to 72.

u The category “administrative and managerial
workers” includes clerical and related workers.

v For persons aged 15 to 80.

w Data are not strictly comparable with 1990
data due to the introduction of revised popu-
lation controls.



Table 5.A presents statistics on the unemployment rate—i.e., the pro-
portion of the labour force that is unemployed. The unemployed are
persons who are currently without work, who are seeking or have
sought work recently, and who are currently available for work. The
base for these statistics is the labour force (the economically active
portion of the population), not the total population.  The statistics in
table 5.A cover the period from 1991 to 1997 and have been compiled
from the International Labour Office’s (ILO) Key Indicators of the
Labour Market (KILM) database.1

Table 5.B presents statistics on part-time workers—i.e., persons 
with jobs whose working hours total less than “full time” (see definition
below). The two types of data presented in this table are total part-time
employment as a percentage of total employment, calculated separate-
ly for women and for men, and the proportion of women among all
part-time workers. The statistics refer to two periods, 1990–1993 and
1996–1998, and have been compiled from the KILM database.

There is no internationally accepted standard for the minimum number
of hours worked per week that would constitute full-time work.  The
framework is therefore established on a country-by-country basis or in
special regional compilations.  Many countries have established demarca-
tion points that lie between 30 and 40 hour per week.  Other countries
classify part-time and full-time workers on the basis of respondents’
interpretations of their personal work situations—i.e., whether they view
themselves as full-time or as part-time job-holders. In an attempt to
make statistics on part-time work comparable across countries, the
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD)
applied a 30-hour cut-off for distinguishing part-time from full-time
workers. Thus, in the OECD data set, one of the main sources of the
KILM database, persons who work 30 hours or more per week are con-
sidered “full-time workers” and those who work less than 30 hours per
week are considered “part-time workers”.2

Table 5.C presents data on maternity leave benefits currently avail-
able to women in countries surveyed by the ILO, including the length
of time for which benefits are provided, the extent of compensation
and the institution responsible for providing the coverage. The data
presented was compiled by the ILO, based on information provided by
countries as of 1998.

Table 5.D presents statistics on women and men in the economically
active population aged 15 or over, the percentage distribution of the labour
force by status in employment and the proportion of women among
administrative and managerial workers.

Indicators concerning the total economically active population aged 15
or over have been compiled mainly from the KILM database,3 for the lat-
est year for which data are available between 1990 and 1997.  The first
indicator is the economic activity rate, defined as the proportion of the
population aged 15 or over who furnish, or are available to furnish, the
supply of labour for production of goods and services in accordance
with the System of National Accounts.  The second indicator on econom-
ic activity is the percentage of women among the total labour force.

Issues concerning statistics on economically active women are dis-
cussed in the box entitled “Concepts related to the labour force” in
this chapter, and in a box entitled “Counting economically active
women” in The World’s Women 1970-1990: Trends and Statistics. The
definition of the economically active population provided by the ILO
comprises all employed and unemployed persons, including those
seeking work for the first time, employers operating unincorporated
enterprises, persons working on their own account, employees, con-
tributing family workers, members of producers’ co-operatives and
members of the armed forces. In principle, a person who performs
such work for as little as one hour per week is considered economical-

ly active.  ILO’s recommended definition also accounts for production
of primary products, such as foodstuffs, fetching/transporting water
and collecting firewood for own consumption.  Certain other non-mon-
etary activities—e.g., construction, major repair and renovation of
owner-occupied dwelling—are considered economic activity and per-
sons engaged in such production are regarded as economically active. 

Specific elements of the standard concepts differ substantially from
country to country (e.g., the choice of reference period and the deter-
mination of minimum hours of work and unpaid family work, includ-
ing production for own consumption), and these differences may
result in underestimation of women’s participation in economic activi-
ty. Moreover, censuses and surveys are seldom conducted regularly
and the results in developing regions become available only after
several years. Stereotypes held by census and survey interviewers
and respondents’ own perceptions about what does or does not con-
stitute economic activity may also lead to errors in the reporting and
recording of the economic activity, resulting in underestimation of
women’s economic activity.  In addition, in many countries, women
are engaged predominantly in those economic activities that are the
most difficult to measure, such as subsistence production and infor-
mal sector or home-based work.

The indicators on status in employment of the economically active
population have been compiled from the KILM database4 and are
based on the classification used in population censuses and surveys
in most countries.  The statistics presented pertain to the period
between 1990 and 1997.  National classifications often include the fol-
lowing categories: employer, own-account worker, employee, unpaid
family worker and member of producers’ co-operative.  In table 5.D,
three status groups are presented:  “wage and salaried workers” cor-
responds to employees—persons who work for a public or private
employer and receive remuneration in wages, salary, commission,
tips, piece-rates or pay in kind; “self-employed” comprises employers
and own-account workers—persons who operate their own economic
enterprises or engage independently in a profession or trade; and
“contributing family workers” refers to persons who work without
pay in an economic enterprise operated by a related person living in
the same household. Proportions of these three groups of workers
among all workers are presented separately for women and men.

The indicator on administrative and managerial workers is derived
from statistics published by ILO in the Yearbook of Labour Statistics
and supplemented by national sources.  According to the International
Standard Classification of Occupations, revised edition (ISCO-68), the
major group “administrative and managerial workers” includes (a) leg-
islative officials and government administrators and (b) managers. In a
few countries, the revised ISCO (ISCO-88) is already in use; in those
cases, the category “administrative and managerial workers” includes
the following sub-groups: (a) legislators and senior officials; (b) corpo-
rate managers; and (c) general managers.  The indicator expresses the
number of women administrators and managers as a percentage of all
workers in this occupational group, and covers the latest year between
1985 to 1997 for which data are available.

1 ILO, Key Indicators of the Labour Market Database (Geneva, 1999), table 8a.
Explanation of the indicator may also be accessed at: http://www.ilo.org/pub-
lic/english/employment/strat/polemp/kilm/ind_11.htm.

2 Ibid., table 5.  Explanation of the indicator may also be accessed at:
http://www.ilo.org/public/english/employment/strat/polemp/kilm/ind_8a.htm.

3 Ibid., table 1.  Explanation of the indicator may also be accessed at:
http://www.ilo.org/public/english/employment/strat/polemp/kilm/ind_1.htm.

4 Ibid., table 3.  Explanation of the indicator may also be accessed at:
http://www.ilo.org/public/english/employment/strat/polemp/kilm/ind_5.htm.
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The Beijing Platform for Action adopted by the Fourth
World Conference on Women identified the lack of
respect for, and the inadequate promotion and protec-
tion of, the human rights of women as a critical area of
concern. The Platform for Action reaffirmed that the
human rights of women are an integral part of univer-
sal human rights and that full enjoyment of all human
rights is critical to women’s empowerment and auton-
omy. It further acknowledged that equality between
women and men would benefit society as a whole.

Since the Fourth World Conference on Women,
efforts to promote the human rights of women have
increased at the international, regional and national
levels. Protecting women and the girl child from phys-
ical and sexual violence and ensuring women’s free-
dom to participate in politics, both as voters and as
representatives, have been central to these efforts.

WOMEN’S RIGHTS AS HUMAN RIGHTS

International bill of rights for women 
widely ratified
The Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of
Discrimination against Women is the most compre-
hensive treaty on women’s human rights and is often
described as the international bill of rights for women.
It was adopted by the United Nations General
Assembly in 1979 and came into force in 1981.

As of 1 April 2000, the Convention had been rat-
ified or acceded to by 165 States parties, making it

Human rights and political decision–making
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the second most widely ratified international
human rights treaty after the Convention on the
Rights of the Child.1 Twenty-six States have not rat-
ified the Convention, including 17 in Asia and the
Pacific (chart 6.1 and table 6.A).

The Convention calls for equality between women
and men in the enjoyment of civil, political, economic,
social and cultural rights. States that have ratified or
acceded to it are obligated to abolish all forms of dis-
crimination, in public and private life, and to ensure
that true equality between women and men is realized.

The Convention is the only human rights treaty to
assert the reproductive rights of women, particularly
access to health care services, including family plan-
ning. It recognizes that culture and tradition shape
gender roles and family relations, while emphasizing
that they should not be used to justify discrimination.
Governments that ratify the Convention agree to take
all appropriate measures to modify the social and cul-
tural patterns of conduct of women and men, with a
view toward eliminating prejudices and customs and
all other practices that are based on the idea of the
inferiority or superiority of either sex or on stereotyp-
ical roles for women and men.

The Convention defines discrimination against
women as any distinction, exclusion or restriction
made on the basis of sex that has the effect or purpose
of impairing or nullifying the recognition, enjoyment
or exercise by women, irrespective of their marital sta-
tus, on a basis of equality of men and women, of
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Some important findings:
• All but 26 States have ratified the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms 

of Discrimination against Women, making it the second most widely ratified 
human rights treaty.

• Physical and sexual abuse affect millions of girls and women worldwide—
yet are known to be seriously under-reported.

• In some African countries, more than half of all women and girls have undergone
female genital mutilation and its prevalence is not declining. 

• Women and girls comprise half of the world’s refugees and, as refugees, are 
particularly vulnerable to sexual violence while in flight, in refugee camps and/or 
during resettlement. 

• Despite calls for gender equality, women are significantly under-represented 
in Governments, political parties and at the United Nations.



human rights and fundamental freedoms in the polit-
ical, economic, social, cultural, civil or any other field.2

The articles of the Convention identify specific
actions to be taken on behalf of women by States that
ratify or accede to the Convention, including elimi-
nating trafficking in women and their exploitation
through prostitution; achieving equality in political
and public life and international representation, as
well as in acquiring, changing and retaining national-
ity; and assuring equality in the right to education,
employment, health, and economic and social bene-
fits, both before the law and in marriage and family
life. The Convention also requires States parties to
take account of the particular problems of women in
rural areas, and to take appropriate measures to elim-
inate discrimination against them (see box on implemen-

tation of the Convention).

To monitor its implementation, States that were
party to the Convention elected 23 experts to form the
Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination
against Women (CEDAW). The Committee meets reg-
ularly to review progress in countries that have ratified
or acceded to the Convention. Governments report to
the Committee on the measures they have taken to
comply with the Convention one year after becoming
party to it, and at least once every four years after that.

The Committee has the authority to make general
recommendations on ways to eliminate discrimina-
tion against women in areas not specifically included
in the Convention. The Committee has used this
power to address such topics as the human immun-
odeficiency virus/acquired immunodeficiency syn-
drome (HIV/AIDS) and violence against women.

Periodic review of countries’ progress is the only
designated means of monitoring implementation of
the Convention. However, in October 1999, the
General Assembly adopted an Optional Protocol to the
Convention. The Optional Protocol allows individual
women or groups of women who have exhausted
domestic remedies to petition the Committee about
violations of the Convention by their Governments,
and grants the Committee the authority to conduct
inquiries into grave or systematic abuses of women’s
human rights in States that are party to the
Convention and the Protocol. As of 3 April 2000, 34
States had signed the Protocol, indicating their
intention to ratify or accede (chart 6.2).

Violence against women—in all its forms—
still pervasive and under-reported 
Violence against women is a worldwide problem. In
1993, the United Nations General Assembly adopted
the Declaration on the Elimination of Violence
Against Women, which defines violence against

women as any act of gender-based violence that
results in, or is likely to result in, physical, sexual or
mental harm or suffering to women, including threats
of such acts, coercion or arbitrary deprivation of lib-
erty, whether occurring in public or in private life.3

The Declaration states that violence against women
encompasses physical, sexual and psychological vio-
lence occurring in the family and in the general com-
munity, including battering, sexual abuse of female
children, dowry-related violence, marital rape, female
genital mutilation and other traditional practices
harmful to women; violence related to exploitation,
sexual harassment and intimidation at work, in edu-
cational institutions and elsewhere; trafficking in
women; forced prostitution; and violence perpetrated
or condoned by the state.4

In 1994, the Commission on Human Rights
appointed the Special Rapporteur on violence against
women to examine violence against women, its causes
and its consequences. The Fourth World Conference
on Women in 1995 identified violence against women
as a critical issue and made recommendations to
eradicate the problem in its Platform for Action, call-
ing the long-standing failure to protect women’s
rights and freedoms in this area a matter of concern
for all States.5
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Chart 6.1: 

States that have not 
ratified or acceded to 
the Convention on 
the Elimination of All 
Forms of Discrimination 
against Women a

(as of April 2000)

Africa

Mauritania
Sao Tome and Principe
Somalia
Sudan
Swaziland

Asia and Oceania

Afghanistan
Bahrain
Brunei Darussalam
Dem. People’s Rep. of Korea
Iran (Islamic Republic of)
Kiribati
Marshall Islands
Micronesia (Federated States of)
Nauru 
Oman
Palau
Qatar
Saudi Arabia
Solomon Islands
Syrian Arab Republic
Tonga 
United Arab Emirates

Developed regions

Monaco
San Marino
United States of America
Holy See

Source: List compiled by the
Division for the Advancement of
Women of the United Nations
Secretariat.
a Includes United Nations Member

States and non-member States
with observer status.

Africa

Ghana
Senegal

Latin America 
and the Caribbean

Argentina
Bolivia
Chile
Colombia
Costa Rica
Cuba
Dominican Republic
Ecuador
Mexico
Paraguay
Venezuela

Asia

Indonesia
Philippines

Developed regions

Austria
Belgium

Developed 
regions (cont‘d)

Czech Republic
Denmark
Finland
France
Germany
Greece
Iceland
Italy
Liechtenstein
Luxembourg
Netherlands
Norway
Portugal
Slovenia
Spain
Sweden
The FYR of Macedonia

Source: List compiled 
by the Division for the
Advancement of Women 
of the United Nations
Secretariat.

Chart 6.2: 

States that have signed the Optional Protocol 
to the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms 
of Discrimination against Women
(as of 3 April 2000)
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Domestic violence
The term “domestic violence” is given different mean-
ings but is most often used to refer to violence against a
woman (physical, sexual or emotional) by an intimate
partner, also called “wife abuse” or “wife battering”.6

Physical violence is often accompanied by emotional or
psychological abuse and sexual violence.7

Until recently, data on domestic violence against
women, particularly from developing countries, was
largely anecdotal or derived from small ad hoc studies.
However, in the last five years many new studies have
been undertaken, including a number of national stud-
ies, to collect data on violence against women, especial-
ly violence by intimate male partners. Data collected
from these surveys may underestimate the prevalence
of violence against women, and are not comparable for
several reasons—e.g., differences in populations
included in the surveys and differences in definitions of
violence (some surveys only address the most severe
forms of violence). The World Health Organization
(WHO) has initiated projects to compile existing statis-
tics in an international database and to promote the
development and implementation of methodologies
for studying violence against women cross-culturally
(see box on WHO efforts to improve data on violence against women). 

Abuse by a husband or intimate partner is the most
common form of violence against women. In nation-
al studies in 11 countries, the proportion of women
who report having been abused by an intimate part-
ner at some point in their lives ranges from 5 to 48 per
cent (chart 6.3). Localized studies in Africa, Latin
America and Asia report higher rates of physical vio-
lence—up to 58 per cent of women. National survey
data show that among women who had been in a rela-
tionship during the past year, 3 per cent in Australia
and Canada, 6 per cent in South Africa and
Switzerland, 7 per cent in the Republic of Moldova
and 12 per cent in Nicaragua had been assaulted by an
intimate partner. Studies in local areas report higher
rates—for example, 30 per cent of women in
Managua, Nicaragua, had been assaulted by an inti-
mate partner during the past 12 months.

Physical abuse is often accompanied by sexual and
emotional abuse. Among 613 women in Japan who
reported having been abused at some point in their
lives, 57 per cent had suffered all three types of abuse,
while 8 per cent had experienced only physical abuse.8

A study in Nicaragua found substantial overlap
between physical, sexual and emotional violence, with
20 per cent of ever-married women reporting all three
kinds of abuse, while less than 2 per cent reported only
physical abuse.9 In Zimbabwe, the number of women
who reported forced sex by their partners, in addition
to threats and physical assault, was almost three times

as high as the number of women who reported forced
sex but had not been threatened or assaulted.10

The WHO Database on Violence against Women
contains only a few national surveys on the occur-
rence of sexual violence against women by an intimate
partner (chart 6.4). According to these data, 8 per cent
of Canadian women have been sexually assaulted in
an intimate relationship and 12 per cent of women in
Switzerland had an intimate partner who had forced
sex or attempted to do so. Other studies of smaller
populations found much higher rates of sexual assault
and attempted or completed forced sex.

In cases of homicide of women, the perpetrator is
most likely to be an intimate partner. One study in
Brazil found that 60 per cent of women homicide vic-
tims were killed by an intimate partner.11 According to
a study in one province in Canada, a current or former
partner commits 61 to 78 per cent of female homi-
cides, and three times more women than men fall vic-
tim to homicide by an intimate partner.12 A local study
in the United States shows that intimate partners com-
mit an estimated 30 per cent of homicides of women.13

Victims of abuse are reported to be at highest risk
of being killed by their abusers during the two months
following a legal or physical separation.14 A woman’s
risk of being killed by an intimate partner is reported
to increase if she tries but fails to separate from him.15

In some Southern Asian countries, deaths may be
related to the custom of dowry. The phenomenon is
probably underestimated, due to the limited informa-
tion available16 and to the fact that these deaths are
often disguised as kitchen accidents or suicides.17

In so-called “honour killings”, male family mem-
bers kill women or girls suspected of behavior regard-
ed as shameful or dishonouring. Under the legislative
codes of several countries, such circumstances are
considered a valid defence in criminal proceedings,
and men who commit this crime are excused or given

Since the Fourth World Conference on
Women, States that are parties to the

Convention have taken action at the
national level in various ways:
• Prepared or strengthened national plans

of action for the advancement of women; 
• Created the post of Secretary of State

for Women to coordinate official poli-
cies, or formed ministries for women’s
affairs or assigned gender focal points
in already existing ministries;

• Compiled statistics to monitor the
impact of policies and programmes on
girls and women;

• Added provisions to their Constitutions that
guarantee the enjoyment of human rights
without discrimination on the basis of sex;

• Adopted legal provisions that guarantee
women’s economic, social, civil and
political rights; 

• Introduced law reform and policy change
regarding violence against women.

Implementation of the Convention on the Elimination
of All Forms of Discrimination against Women 



Source: WHO, Database on Violence against
Women (as at March 2000). 

Note: Data in the last column are lifetime
rates, and include any relationship or mar-
riage in adult life.
a In past 3 months.
b In current relationship only.
c Sample group included women who had

never been in a relationship and therefore
were not in exposed group.

d Definition includes throwing objects.
e Severe physical violence (hit, kick or beat).

Percentage would probably be higher if mod-
erate violence were included.

f Respondents were recruited from women
visiting medical practitioners’ offices or
hospital/health care centers.

gPhysical or sexual contact.
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Coverage
In past 
12 mos.

Ever (in any 
relationship)

Chart 6.3:

Many women have been physically abused by an intimate partner 
Percentage of adult women who have been physically assaulted by an intimate partner, 1991/ 1999

Coverage
In past 
12 mos.

Ever (in any 
relationship)

Africa

Egypt National .. 34

Ethiopia Meskanena Woreda 10 a 45

Nigeria Not stated .. 31

South Africa National 6 16

Uganda Lira and Masaka districts .. 41 b

Latin America 
and the Caribbean

Chile Santiago 23 ..

Metro Santiago  
Chile and Santiago province .. 26 b

Colombia National .. 19 b c

Mexico Durango City .. 40

Mexico Metropolitan Guadalajara 15 27

Nicaragua Leon 27 d 52

Nicaragua Managua 30 ..

Nicaragua National 12 28

Western state 
Paraguay except Chaco region .. 10 c

Metropolitan Lima 
Peru (middle and low income) 31 ..

Puerto Rico National .. 48 c

Asia

Bangladesh National (villages) 19 47

China Hong Kong SAR 10 d ..

India Rural areas in 2 states .. 40 b

India 6 states 14 e 40

Occupied Palestinian 
Territory Palestinians 48 ..

Philippines National .. 5

Thailand Bangkok .. 20 b

East and 
Turkey South East Anatolia .. 58 c

Developed 
regions

Australia Metropolitan  Melbourne 22 d f ..

Australia National 3 23

Canada National 3 g 29 g

Canada Toronto .. 27 c

Republic of Moldova National 7 14

Switzerland National 6 g 13

United Kingdom North London 12 c 30 c

United States National 1 c 22 c



reduced sentences. Several countries are reviewing
their criminal and civil codes so as to prevent honour
killings, while others have initiated public education
campaigns to be carried out in cooperation with non-
governmental organizations.18

Coerced sex among women and children
Some forms of physical sexual coercion—forced pene-
tration (rape), sexual assault (forced sexual contact),
statutory rape and sexual molestation of children—are
recognized as crimes by most legal systems. However,
rape and sexual assault are generally under-reported
crimes. Low reporting is the result of a number of fac-
tors, including reluctance to relive the incident and to
discuss it with others, fear of reprisal or of damage to
one’s reputation, shame, and lack of confidence in the
ability and willingness of the police and the judiciary
system to solve the crime and bring the criminal to jus-
tice. Police-based crime statistics are thus of limited use
in evaluating the magnitude of this problem.

Although rates are under-reported, it appears that
some countries do place priority on compiling rape
statistics. The Fifth United Nations Survey of Crime
Trends and the Operations of Criminal Justice
Systems in 1993 found that the proportion of coun-
tries providing statistics for reported rape convictions
was higher than for other crimes; 60 per cent of the
reporting countries provided statistics for rape con-
victions, compared to 56 per cent for robbery.19

A United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF)
analysis of police- and court-based rape statistics for 12
countries in transition found that the number of rapes
reported declined in nine of the countries between 1989
and 1997.20 UNICEF determined that the decline was
the result of reduced reporting of rape rather than a
reduction in the number of rapes committed. In half of
the countries included in the study, the rate of convic-
tion for rape also fell.

Victimization surveys, the other major source of data
on crime, measure a population’s experience with crime,
and can often provide more reliable data on incidence of
sexual victimization. However, the way in which surveys
regarding crimes of a sexual nature are administered—
for example, how questions are worded and whether
other family members are present during the inter-
view—has a substantial effect on survey results.

Questions on sexual assault, including rape,
attempted rape and indecent assault, as well as on sex-
ual harassment, were included in the Third
International Crime Victim Survey, undertaken in
1996-97. The survey was conducted mainly in urban
areas in 11 developed countries, 14 developing coun-
tries and 20 countries in transition. The results indi-
cate that 1 to 8 per cent of women in the six cities
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surveyed in Latin America, 1 to 5 per cent in six cities
in Africa and less than 1 per cent to 3 per cent in four
cities in Asia had been sexually assaulted. In the survey
report, the United Nations Interregional Crime and
Justice Research Institute (UNICRI) cautioned that
these results help to disclose the “broad”, rather than
the “true”, extent of victimization of women. UNICRI
also indicated that, on average, one quarter of
attempted rapes and one third of rapes were reported
to the police in the countries surveyed.21

Sexual abuse during childhood is usually perpetrat-
ed by close relatives, teachers or others with authority
over the child. According to studies in 19 countries,
including 10 national surveys, levels of childhood sexu-
al abuse range from 7 per cent to 36 per cent for girls and
from 3 per cent to 29 per cent for boys. Overall, girls
were victims of sexual violence 1.5 to 3 times as often as
boys.22 Childhood sexual abuse can have long-term
physical and emotional health consequences, and can
lead to high-risk sexual behaviours later in life.23

In a study in Kingston, Jamaica, of a random sam-
ple of 452 girls aged 13 to 14, 17 per cent reported
experiencing attempted or completed rape, half of
them before the age of 12.24 A survey of randomly
selected ninth grade students in Geneva in 1996
reported that 20 per cent of girls and 3 per cent of
boys had experienced at least one incident of sexual
abuse involving physical contact.25

For a large proportion of women, first sexual inter-
course is not consensual. In a survey of women aged 20
to 22 in Dunedin, New Zealand, 7 per cent reported
forced first intercourse.26 Studies of school girls aged 12
to 24 in Kenya and Mozambique in 1993 found that for
8 per cent of the girls interviewed, first intercourse was
forced.27 In a national survey of family growth in the
United States in 1995, 9 per cent of women character-
ized first intercourse as “not voluntary”. Respondents
who first had intercourse after age 15 and characterized
the experience as “voluntary” were then asked to rate
the “wantedness” of first intercourse on a scale of 1 to
10 (1 being the lowest); 26 per cent gave a rating lower
than 5, with 7 per cent assigning a rating of 1.28

Sexual violence against women in situations 
of armed conflict
During the last century, the burden of armed con-
flict on civilian populations has increased substan-
tially. Five per cent of World War I casualties, 52 per
cent of World War II casualties, and approximately
90 per cent of casualties in conflicts during 1991
were reportedly civilians.29 In civil wars, the pre-
dominant form of conflict in the world today, over
90 per cent of casualties are civilians.30 Of civilians
caught up in the Kosovo conflict, 80 per cent were
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in Rwanda in 1994, rape was systematic and was
used as a “weapon” by the perpetrators of the mas-
sacres. According to consistent and reliable testimo-
ny, rape was the rule rather than the exception.
Among those women victimized were: children, the
elderly, pregnant women, those who had just given
birth, and even corpses.33

Human Rights Watch found that rape and other
forms of sexual violence were used in Kosovo in 1999 as
weapons of war and instruments of systematic “ethnic
cleansing”. The organization found 96 verifiable

U N I T E D  N A T I O N S ■ T H E  WO R L D ’S WO M E N  20 0 0156

CHAPTER 6 ■  HUMAN RIGHTS AND POLITICAL DECISION-MAKING

women and children.31 The number of civilians who
become refugees and internally displaced persons as
a result of armed conflict has also increased over the
last few decades, and women and children in such
circumstances are particularly vulnerable to sexual
violence. There is a dearth of sex-disaggregated sta-
tistics on the impact of armed conflict but the
amount of information available on sexual violence
against women is increasing.32

The Special Rapporteur of the Commission of
Human Rights determined that during the conflict

Chart 6.4: 

Occurrence of sexual violence against women by an intimate male partner
Percentage of women who have been sexually victimized by a male partner, 1991/ 1997

In past 12 mos. Ever (in any relationship)Coverage

Attempted/
completed
forced sex

Attempted/
completed
forced sex

Sexual 
assaultLatin America 

and the Caribbean

Chile Santiago .. 9 .. ..

Mexico Durango City .. .. 42 ..

Mexico Metropolitan Guadalajara 15 .. 23 ..

Nicaragua Leon .. .. .. 22

Nicaragua Managua .. 18 .. ..

Peru Metropolitan Lima .. 49 .. ..

Puerto Rico National .. .. .. 6 a b

Asia

Occupied Palestinian 
Territory Palestinians 38 27 b .. ..

Turkey East and South East Anatolia .. .. .. 52 a b

Developed regions

Canada National .. .. 8 ..

Canada Toronto .. .. .. 15 b

Switzerland National .. .. .. 12

United Kingdom North London .. 6 b .. 23 b

United States National .. 0 b .. 8 a b

Sexual 
assault

Source: WHO, Database 
on Violence against Women 

(as at June 1999). 
a Completed forced sex only.

b Study included women who 
had never been in a relationship 

and therefore were not in 
the exposed group.



U N I T E D  N A T I O N S ■ T H E  WO R L D ’S WO M E N  20 0 0157

The Beijing Platform for Action adopted by the
Fourth World Conference on Women states that

the absence of adequate sex-disaggregated data
and statistics on the incidence of violence makes
the elaboration of programmes and monitoring of
changes difficult. It recommends the promotion of
research and data collection on the prevalence of
different forms of violence against women, espe-
cially domestic violence, and research into the caus-
es, the nature and the consequences of violence
against women and the effectiveness of measures
implemented to prevent and redress violence
against women.a

Following up on the recommendations of 
the Beijing Platform for Action, the World Health
Organization (WHO) assembled a panel of experts
to develop a programme to eradicate violence
against women.b The experts recommended that
WHO set up a database on violence against
women and women’s health, and support interna-
tional research to explore the dimensions, health
consequences and risk factors of violence against
women. In response to these recommendations,
WHO created a database on violence against
women and developed a questionnaire and guide-
lines for undertaking national surveys.

WHO Violence 
Against Women Database
The WHO Violence Against Women Database c

brings together data and information from studies
of physical or sexual violence against women per-
petrated by an intimate partner (or ex-partner). 

To identify relevant studies, WHO relies on an
extensive global network of non-governmental
and governmental organizations, as well as indi-
viduals and institutions, to gather difficult-to-
access, unpublished literature. Materials are also
drawn from the World Wide Web and from the more
than 3,500 journals listed in Medline and Sociofile.
To be included, studies must be based on a random
or quasi-random sampling and provide a compre-
hensive description of study methods. 

The database bibliography contains numer-
ous articles, reports and qualitative studies. The
materials presented in the database, including
the bibliography, can be accessed free of charge
by developing countries, through a collaboration
with POPLINE. d 

The WHO database also includes information
on the health consequences of violence against
women, which will be used to produce systemat-
ic reviews addressing different health conse-

quences of violence. These and other WHO publi-
cations on violence against women will be avail-
able on the WHO web site.

WHO multi-country study of women’s
health and domestic violence protocole

The WHO Multi-country Study of Women’s Health
and Domestic Violence Protocol aims to:
• Obtain reliable estimates of the incidence and

frequency of violence against women in sever-
al countries;

• Ascertain the health consequences of domestic
violence against women;

• Identify and compare risk and protective fac-
tors for domestic violence against women with-
in and between settings;

• Explore and compare the strategies and servic-
es used by women who are victims of domestic
violence.

In addition, the study has been designed to:
• Ensure that the data will be used to initiate pol-

icy change and to develop and test strategies for
intervention and for the elimination of domestic
violence against women; 

• Foster collaboration between policy makers,
researchers, and women’s organizations working
in the field, and develop local research capacity;

• Develop methodologies for measuring violence
and its consequences cross-culturally, including
the role of violence as a risk factor for a range of
health-related problems and the impact of vio-
lence on national health care costs.

WHO efforts to improve data on violence against women

a See United Nations, Report of the Fourth World Conference on Women, Beijing, 4–15 September
1995 (United Nations publication, Sales No. 96.IV.13), Chap. I, resolution I, annex I.

b WHO, “Violence against women”, WHO consultation, Geneva 5–7 February 1996.
c Information from the Database can also be accessed through the WHO web site at

http://www.who.int/violence_injury_prevention/
d Population information is available online at http://www.jhuccp.org/popline.
e WHO, “Multi-country study of women’s health and domestic violence protocol”

(WHO/EIP/GPE/99.3).
f See WHO, “Putting women’s safety first: ethical and safety recommendations for research 

on domestic violence against women” (WHO/EIP/GPE/99.2).
g The participating countries and the national institutions comprising each study team are as follows:

Bangladesh: International Centre for Diarrhoeal Disease Research and Nariphoko; Brazil:
Department of Preventive Medicine, Faculty of Medicine and School of Public Health, University of
São Paulo, Coletivo Feminista Sexualidade y Saude, Corpo, Recife; Japan: School of Social Work,
University of Michigan, Department of Population Dynamics Research, National Institute of
Population and Social Security Research, Tokyo, Kanagawa Women’s Center; Namibia: Ministry of
Health and Social Services, Women and Child Protection United, Fatatura Hospital Central Bureau of
Statistics, National Planning Commission and University of Namibia; Peru: Centro de la Mujer
Peruana Flora Tristan and Centro de Salud Publica, Universidaad Peruana Cayetano Heredia; and
United Republic of Tanzania: Muhimibili University College of Health Sciences (planned); Thailand:
Institute for Population and Social Research, Mahidol University and Foundation for Women,
Bangkok. The survey is also being carried out in Samoa by the Secretariat of the Pacific 
Community with UNFPA support.

Obtaining more data on violence against
women is critical to improving understanding of
the problem. However, the increasing interest in
research raises important ethical and method-
ological challenges. It is essential to enhance
disclosure while ensuring that women are not
put at risk and that ethical standards are
respected. Due to the nature of the topic, issues
of safety, confidentiality and interviewer skills
are of the utmost importance.f

Each country participating in the study col-
lects data from its largest urban centre and from
one province that comprises both urban and
rural communities. Within each locale, cluster
sampling is used to randomly select households,
and one woman aged 15 to 45 is randomly
selected for interview in each household. The
core questionnaire developed by WHO is pre-
tested in each country. Training materials for
interviewers, supervisors and data entry staff
have also been developed. 

The active participation of local NGOs is a
key factor in successfully applying the research
and ensuring the use of the findings for inter-
ventions and policy change. The WHO study is
being undertaken in collaboration with local
institutions.g Each in-country team is made up
of a local research organization (e.g., a universi-
ty or centre for population studies) or national
statistical office and a local women’s organiza-
tion that deals with issues related to violence
against women. 



cases with victims from Latin America). Over 150 cases
of trafficking were prosecuted between 1996 and 1999
by the Involuntary Servitude Coordinator of the
Department of Justice and numerous cases were pros-
ecuted by other units of the Department.37

● The International Organization for Migration
(IOM) estimates that approximately 50,000 women
from the Dominican Republic work in the sex trade,
primarily in Austria, Curacao, Germany, Greece, Haiti,
Italy, the Netherlands, Panama, Puerto Rico, Spain,
Switzerland, Venezuela and some Caribbean coun-
tries. Sex work abroad was commonly viewed in the
Dominican Republic as an alternative for young
impoverished women who were unable to find job
opportunities at home.38

● An IOM study provides data that suggest that the
number of women trafficked to Western Europe from
Central and Eastern Europe increased during the early
1990s; in Belgium, the number of victims from Central
and Eastern Europe who sought assistance in 1993 was
twice as high as in 1991. In the Netherlands between
1992 and 1994, the number tripled. Over three quarters
of the victims trafficked to the Netherlands were under
age 25 (many were aged 15 to 18), and all were working
as prostitutes. 39

● Another IOM study, based on statistics from the
Italian statistical authorities, provides some indication
of the scale of trafficking of women for sexual exploita-
tion. In 1994, 737 persons were charged with aiding and
abetting, encouraging and exploiting prostitution in
Italy. More than a third of those charged were foreign-
ers, the majority from Central and Eastern Europe.40

● The Asian Coalition against Trafficking in Women
estimates that 200,000 Bangladeshi women have been
trafficked to Pakistan over the last 10 years, continu-
ing at a rate of 200 to 400 women each month. In
Thailand, 20,000 to 30,000 Burmese women are work-
ing as prostitutes through such forms of trafficking as
deceptive job placements, abduction and the sale of
girls from hill tribes. In Australia, 300 Thai women are
trafficked into the country for prostitution each year
by at least 10 international crime syndicates.41

IOM recently studied the availability and adequacy
of statistical and other data on trafficking in 25 coun-
tries, including the 15 European Union Member
States, Norway, Switzerland, and eight countries of
Central and Eastern Europe and the developing world,
selected because they are known to be source coun-
tries or points of transit. A considerable amount of
information on trafficking and sexual exploitation is
available—in 15 countries there is at least one research
project under way on trafficking and in 10 countries
an annual report is prepared on trafficking. However,
this information is collected on an ad hoc basis and no

accounts of sexual assault during the period of the
NATO bombing from 24 March to 7 May 1999. Human
Rights Watch believes that the documented cases repre-
sent only a fraction of the incidents that occurred, in
part due to cultural stigma attached to rape and
Kosovar women’s reluctance to discuss sexual attacks.34

During 1998, the Special Rapporteur on violence
against women received submissions regarding sexual
violence in East Timor by Indonesian security forces.
Among the violations reported were sexual violence,
rape, forced marriage, forced prostitution and the
intimidation of female relatives of suspected activists.35

Trafficking and forced prostitution
In a report submitted to the Commission on Human
Rights in 2000, the Special Rapporteur on violence
against women, noting that there is no universally
accepted definition of trafficking, put forward the fol-
lowing working definition: trafficking in persons may
be defined as the recruitment, transportation, pur-
chase, sale, transfer, harbouring or receipt of persons
by threat or use of violence, abduction, fraud, decep-
tion or coercion (including the abuse of authority) or
debt bondage for the purpose of placing or holding
such person, whether for pay or not, in forced labour
or slavery-like practices in a community other than
the one in which such person lived at the time of the
original act. She also noted that trafficking is used to
procure women for sex work, including prostitution;
for manual labour in various settings; as well as for
intimate relationships, such as marriage or adoption.36

Since trafficking is a crime, and therefore carried out
clandestinely, comprehensive and reliable statistics are
not available. However, a number of recent studies show
that trafficking in women is a problem in countries all
over the world:
● A recent study of international trafficking in women
to the United States, prepared under the auspices of the
Center for the Study of Intelligence, estimated that
45,000 to 50,000 women and children are trafficked
annually to the United States. Trafficking violations
range from slavery or slavery-like treatment of victims
to criminal exploitation of smuggled economic
migrants, including fair labour and safety standard
violations. Charges in major cases of trafficking in
women prosecuted in the United States since 1995
include: prostitution (one case with victims from Latin
America, and six cases with victims from Asia); strip-
ping and sexual touching (two cases with victims from
Eastern Europe); sweatshop labour (two cases with
victims from Asia); agricultural slave labour (two cases
with victims from Latin America); domestic servitude
(two cases with victims from Asia, one case with a vic-
tim from Latin America); and other servitude (two
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single agency or institution coordinates data collec-
tion at the national level or facilitates the exchange of
data in countries of the European Union. IOM rec-
ommends that steps be taken at the international and
national levels to create a standard framework for data
collection and more effective procedures for data
exchange. IOM also cautions that, unless
Governments and law enforcement agencies address
the problem more vigorously, trafficking will remain a
largely under-reported crime.42

Actions for change
The Beijing Platform for Action adopted by the Fourth
World Conference on Women recommends that
Governments adopt and/or implement legislation that
emphasizes the prevention of violence against women
and the prosecution of offenders, and that they peri-
odically review and analyse the legislation to ensure its
effectiveness in eliminating violence. So that women
who are victims of violence will not be re-victimized,
the Platform for Action urges Governments to main-
tain a gender perspective when designing policies
related to violence against women, and to develop pro-
grammes for personnel responsible for implementing
those policies to increase their understanding of the
causes, consequences and mechanisms of violence
against women.43

In 1999, Governments were asked to report on their
actions to implement the Beijing Platform for Action in
the 12 critical areas of concern. A review and appraisal
of the implementation of the Beijing Platform for
Action was prepared, based on responses to the United
Nations Secretariat’s questionnaire from 135 countries.
Analysis of the reports indicates that a significant num-
ber of countries have introduced legislation regarding
domestic violence, and some have introduced proce-
dural and evidentiary reforms to ensure that offenders
are prosecuted and that victims who survive are pro-
tected. Sexual violence against women by their hus-
bands has been criminalized by several countries that
did not already have such laws, including Austria,
Belarus, Bhutan, Hungary, Mexico, Portugal and
Seychelles. However, many countries have yet to intro-
duce effective legal provisions and procedures to
address the various forms of violence against women.
And legislation in many countries still does not recog-
nize rape in marriage or sexual abuse of children. Of
the 35 Organization of American States member coun-
tries, 29 have now ratified the Inter-American
Convention on the Punishment and Prevention of
Violence against Women (the Convention of Belem do
Para), 15 of them since the Fourth World Conference
on Women. Most of the States parties to this
Convention have elaborated legislation regarding vio-

lence against women, although many have not recog-
nized marital rape as a criminal offence.44

Several Governments have established, or pro-
vided NGOs with funding for, services that offer
support and assistance to survivors of violence, such
as hotlines, counseling services, shelters and crisis
centres, and emergency medical providers. Several
countries have given assurances that women’s non-
governmental organizations will receive financial
support and be included in the development of
Government measures to address violence against
women. Several countries have established units
within the police force with the primary task of
addressing violence against women; in some cases,
guidelines and protocols have been introduced.
However, this strategy has limitations, and wider
training for all police is being pursued.45

Several countries have launched public education,
awareness and advocacy campaigns to foster recognition
of women’s human rights, public disapproval of vio-
lence against women and acceptance of community
responsibility for this violence. In several countries,
innovative multimedia “zero tolerance” campaigns have
been initiated in an effort to create a community con-
sensus that violence against women is unacceptable.46

Despite these efforts, much remains to be done. The
root causes of violence against women are poorly
understood, and efforts to address violence are often
reactive and fragmented. Sufficient resources have not
been allocated for measures that address violence, and
conflicting values and beliefs about women and their
place in the family, the community and society under-
mine the development and implementation of such
measures. Paucity of data and statistics on the various
forms of violence against women is another obstacle to
its eradication, as such information is required for pol-
icy formulation and implementation.

New efforts to eliminate harmful 
traditional practices
Female genital mutilation (FGM) 
Based on the limited data available, it has been estimat-
ed that 100 to 132 million girls and women have been
subjected to female genital mutilation worldwide. Each
year, an estimated 2 million more girls will undergo
some form of female genital mutilation. Female genital
mutilation is known to be practised in 28 African coun-
tries, a few countries of Western Asia and some minor-
ity communities in other Asian countries. FGM is also
reported among immigrant communities in Europe,
North America, Australia and New Zealand.47

Female genital mutilation is reported in all Western
African countries. Data from national studies show
prevalence rates ranging from 5 per cent of women in
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Sources: For Central African Republic, 
Côte d'Ivoire, Egypt, Eritrea, Kenya, Mali, Niger,
Sudan and United Republic of Tanzania:
Demographic and Health Surveys country reports
(Columbia and Calverton, Maryland, Macro
International, 1990–1998) and Dara Carr, 
Female Genital Cutting (Calverton, Maryland,
Macro International, 1997); for other countries:
WHO, “Female genital mutilation information kit”
(1996), compiled from Fran Hosken, The Hosken
Report: Genital and Sexual Mutilation 
of Females, fourth revised edition (Lexington,
Massachussetts, WIN NEWS, 1993) and Nahid
Toubia, Female Genital Mutilation: A Call 
for Global Action (New York, Women Ink., 1993).

Note: Data for some countries are based on
small studies or anectodal information.
a Data refer to 1985/1987.
b Data refer to 1989-1990

per cent of cases. 48 The procedure is usually carried
out with rudimentary tools and in unsafe conditions,
by either the elderly women of the village or the tradi-
tional birth attendant. In urban areas, wealthy families
enlist the aid of health personnel, although WHO and
other international organizations have repeatedly
condemned the medicalization of the procedure. In
Egypt and the Sudan, medical professionals perform
an increasing number of these operations, according
to recent DHS surveys.49

In spite of medical risks and serious and certain
physical and psychological damage, the practice con-
tinues and many women support their daughters
undergoing it. The reason most often given for this
decision is to maintain social acceptance and to pro-
tect girls’ reputations. In some communities, only
women who have undergone infibulation are consid-
ered virgins. Where prevalence is high, as in Egypt,
Mali and the Sudan, DHS surveys find that more than
70 per cent of women say that they support the prac-
tice of female genital mutilation. Younger women’s
opinions tend to parallel older women’s. Opposition
to female genital mutilation is relatively high only in
the Central African Republic and Eritrea—56 and 39
per cent of women, respectively, favour discontinua-
tion of the practice. In general, opposition appears to
be substantially higher among women with higher
education and those who live in urban areas.
However, DHS findings indicate that even women
who oppose the practice choose to have their daugh-
ters undergo FGM because of strong community pres-
sure or the influence of older family members.50

It is often assumed that the practice is confined to
particular social groups or to less educated families,
particularly in rural areas. However, DHS data suggest
that, in countries where the practice is widespread, a
girl’s level of education and whether her family resides
in an urban or rural area have little effect on whether
she will undergo FGM. In Egypt, 100 per cent of

the Niger to 94 per cent in Mali. At least half of all
women have undergone the procedure in the majority
of the countries surveyed. Prevalence rates in some
countries in Eastern Africa are close to or above 90
per cent. In Central African countries for which data
are available, prevalence rates range from 5 per cent in
the Democratic Republic of Congo to 60 per cent in
Chad. In Egypt, 97 per cent of women had undergone
FGM according to a national study carried out by
Demographic and Health Surveys (DHS) in 1995
(chart 6.5). Data are not available for Asian countries.

Experts identify four different levels of female gen-
ital multilation (see sidebar). Type I and II represent
about 80 per cent of all cases, while infibulation (type
III), the most severe type of mutilation, represents 15
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Chart 6.5:

The traditional practice of female genital mutilation 
is prevalent in many African countries

Estimated prevalence
of FGM (%), 1991/1998

Coverage

Africa

Benin Not stated 50

Burkina Faso Not stated 70

Southwest and 
Cameroon far north provinces 20

Central African Republic National 43

Chad Three regions 60

Côte d’Ivoire National 43

Dem. Rep. of the Congo Not stated 5

Djibouti Not stated 98

Egypt National 97

Eritrea National 95

Ethiopia 25 regions 85

Gambia Limited study 80 a

Upper East region  
and migrant settlements 

Ghana in Accra 30 a

Guinea Not stated 50

Guinea-Bissau Limited survey 50

Kenya National 38

Liberia Not stated 60

Mali National 94

Mauritania Not stated 25

Niger National 5

Nigeria Not stated 50 a

Senegal National 20

Sierra Leone Not stated 90

Somalia Not stated 98

Sudan National 89 b

Togo Not stated 50

Uganda Not stated 5

United Rep. of Tanzania National 18
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women with no education and 91 per cent of those
with secondary education had undergone female geni-
tal mutilation. In Eritrea, the corresponding figures
were 95 and 92 per cent, and in Mali, 94 and 90 per
cent. In the Sudan, prevalence is higher among women
who received secondary education than among those
with no education—98 and 83 per cent, respectively.51

In the Central African Republic, Côte d’Ivoire,
Kenya and the Niger, where overall prevalence rates are
relatively low, education makes a difference. Prevalence
rates for women with secondary education are half or
less those of women with no education. Urban resi-
dence only appears to make a difference in Kenya, the
Niger and the United Republic of Tanzania, countries
where the practice is less widespread. 52

Recent DHS surveys found almost no decline in
rates of female genital mutilation, especially where
overall prevalence is high. The only countries where
prevalence rates have declined, slowly but continuous-
ly, are the Central African Republic, where fewer
women aged 20 to 24 than women aged 45 to 49 had
undergone FGM—43 and 53 per cent, respectively—
and Kenya, where the corresponding figures were 32
and 48 per cent.53

International and national actions 
to eliminate female genital mutilation
Harmful traditional practices, including female genital
mutilation, have been brought to the attention of the
international community through the efforts of the
United Nations, its specialized agencies, funds and pro-
grammes, and civil society, including non-governmental
organizations. In April 1997, WHO, UNICEF and the
United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA) issued a joint
statement on female genital mutilation in which they
expressed their support of the efforts of Governments
and communities to promote and protect the health and
development of women and children and outlined
strategies to eliminate female genital mutilation. The
United Nations General Assembly has adopted several
resolutions in which it has called on Governments to
eradicate the practice.54

The Committee on the Elimination of Discrim-
ination against Women has also called on Govern-
ments to eliminate female genital mutilation, as it
constitutes a threat to women’s health and well-being.
Several countries have introduced specific legislation
aimed at the eradication of female genital mutilation
and other harmful practices, and have launched, or
made efforts to continue, education and awareness
campaigns to promote alternative rites of passage.
Among countries that have adopted legislative meas-
ures to address the practice of female genital mutila-
tion are Burkina Faso, Côte d’Ivoire, Djibouti, Egypt,

Ghana, Guinea, Senegal, the United Republic of
Tanzania and Togo. In Eritrea, recent civil reforms
have banned female genital mutilation and early mar-
riage.55 Several countries with large immigrant com-
munities that practise female genital mutilation,
including Australia, Canada, New Zealand, the United
Kingdom and the United States, have also introduced
legislation to ban the practice.

In Africa, parliamentarians, Government ministers
and members of the Inter-African Committee on
Traditional Practices Affecting the Health of Women
and Children (IAC) adopted the Ougadougou
Declaration at a workshop for members of the West
African Economic and Monetary Union, held in May
1999. The Declaration calls for the adoption of
national legislation condemning female genital muti-
lation, and for the establishment of special services to
control the migratory flow of circumcisers. The
Organization of African Unity (OAU) First Ministerial
Conference on Human Rights, held in Mauritius in
April 1999, also urged African States to work toward
the elimination of discrimination against women and
the abolition of cultural practices that dehumanize or
demean women and children.56

Women and girls represent 
half of refugee populations
As of 1 January 1999, the population of concern to the
Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for
Refugees (UNHCR) was 21.5 million persons, includ-
ing 11.5 million refugees (see sidebar on definitions of pop-

ulation of concern to UNHCR).57 Data by sex are available for
only 4.2 million refugees assisted by UNHCR, rough-
ly one third of the total refugee population; women
comprise 50 per cent of the group (see box on incorporat-

ing data on women in refugee statistics). Available data indi-
cate that women represent 53 per cent of refugees in
Eastern Europe, 51 per cent in Asia, and 50 per cent
in Africa. In Latin America and the Caribbean, 47
per cent of refugees are women (chart 6.6).

The available evidence from registries of refugees
suggests that the female refugee population varies
according to the reason for the refugee flow. In the case
of mass population displacement caused by conflicts,
women represent over half of the refugee population.
For instance, mass registration of refugees in Georgia
and the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia in 1996 found
that 56 and 53 per cent, respectively, were women.58

Women make up a smaller proportion of asylum
applicants—15 per cent in Italy in 1992, and a third
in the Czech Republic, the Netherlands and
Switzerland in 1995/1996. A little over a third—38
per cent—of asylum applicants in Canada in 1993
and in Sweden in 1997 were women. Most asylum

Female genital 
mutilation (FGM)a

Female genital mutilation 
constitutes all procedures 
which involve partial or total
removal of the external female
genitalia or other injury to the
female genital organs, whether
for cultural or any other 
non-therapeutic reasons.
The levels of severity include:
• Type I: Excision of the prepuce

with or without excision 
of part or all of the clitoris.

• Type II: Excision of the 
prepuce and clitoris together
with partial or total excision 
of the labia minora.

• Type III: Excision of part or all 
of the external genitalia and
stitching/narrowing of the 
vaginal opening (infibulation).

• Type IV (Unclassified): includes
pricking, piercing, or incision
of clitoris and/or labia;
stretching of clitoris and/or
labia; cauterization by burning
of clitoris and surrounding tis-
sues; scraping of the vaginal
orifice or mutilation of the
vagina; introduction of corro-
sive substances or herbs into
the vagina to cause bleeding
with the aim of tightening 
or narrowing the vagina; any
other procedure that falls
under the definition of FGM.

a Source: WHO, “Female genital
mutilation: information kit”
(WHO/FRH/WHD/96.26).



applicants are young males who leave refugee camps
or their country of origin, often to seek work; in
many cases, women follow later.59

Data for the end of 1998 suggest that the composi-
tion of refugee populations in camps is different from
that of refugee populations in urban areas. In urban
areas, women and girls often represent a smaller pro-
portion of refugees—36 per cent in Latin America and
41 per cent in Africa. Europe is the only region where
a majority of urban refugees are women and girls—55
per cent—but this regional average is affected by the
large proportion of women and girls (61 per cent)
among urban refugees in Croatia. Children under age
5 are also a smaller share of refugees in urban areas—
9 per cent, compared to 14 per cent of the overall
refugee population.60

In contrast, refugee camps are typically com-
posed of families, and women comprise about 50
per cent of the population. The percentage of chil-
dren under age 5 is higher in refugee camps than in
urban areas. The common assumption that these

camps only contain women and children, however,
is not borne out by available data. The proportions
of women and men aged 18 or over in refugee camps
are roughly equal.61

Women and girls often become refugees as a result
of violence, including sexual violence. They remain
vulnerable to sexual violence during flight, in refugee
camps, in countries of asylum and resettlement, and
during and after repatriation. Studies have found that
refugee women and girls are often forced to engage in
sexual activity in return for food or other necessities.62

In response, UNHCR has issued guidelines for
Governments and refugee camp staff on the protec-
tion of refugee women, as well as more specific guide-
lines on how to prevent and respond to sexual
violence against women.63

Governments have increasingly recognized the
importance of providing physical and psychological
support for refugee women, particularly those who
have suffered abuse, and several have established units
that offer such support. Other Governments have set
out to provide basic health care, education and eco-
nomic opportunities for refugee women, many of
whom are heads of household. Support has also been
provided for grass-roots empowerment and econom-
ic security projects for women affected by conflict,
including widows and the displaced. Identity papers
are provided for undocumented persons, allowing
women and men to exercise rights that were denied
them while they were displaced.

UNHCR also set up programmes to address the
needs of women who are returning from exile. For
instance, Rwandan women members of parliament who
returned from exile were trained in drafting gender-
equality legislation. Another UNHCR project, Rwanda
Women’s Initiative, aims to enhance women’s human
rights and ensure their full integration in Rwandan soci-
ety and to reduce sexual abuse. In Liberia, UNHCR sup-
ports the protection of returnee widows who face
discriminatory inheritance laws. In Iran, Kenya, Malawi
and the United States, UNHCR programmes have
included education on women’s rights for both refugee
women and men.64

Women’s participation in planning and implement-
ing programmes for refugees is reportedly limited, in
part due to cultural norms and women’s lack of skills
and self esteem. UNHCR programmes in Bulgaria,
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Definitions of 
population of concern

to UNHCRa

Refugees: persons recognized
as refugees under the 1951
United Nations Convention

relating to the Status of
Refugees or its 1967 Protocol,

the 1969 Organization of African
Unity Convention Governing the

Specific Aspects of Refugee
Problems in Africa, persons rec-

ognized as refugees in accor-
dance with the UNHCR statute,
persons granted humanitarian
status and those granted tem-

porary protection. 

Returned refugees or Returnees:
refugees who have repatriated

voluntarily to their place of ori-
gin and who remain of concern
to UNHCR for a limited period

after their return (two years for
statistical purposes). 

Asylum-seekers: persons whose
applications for asylum are

pending in the asylum proce-
dure or who are otherwise reg-

istered as asylum-seekers. 

Other categories: certain groups
of internally displaced, including

returned internally displaced;
certain groups of war victims;

certain nationals of the former
Soviet Union whose nationality
is undetermined and who have

not established a national bond
with any of the countries which
emerged following the dissolu-

tion of the Soviet Union, etc. 

a UNHCR, Refugees and Others
of Concern to UNHCR: 1998

Statistical Overview
(Geneva, July 1999).

Source: Prepared by the Statistics Division of the United Nations
Secretariat from UNHCR, Refugees and Others of Concern to
UNHCR: 1998 Statistical Overview (Geneva, 1999).
aData for Papua New Guinea only.

Total number
(thousands)

% 
women

World 4 226 50

Africa 2 168 50

Northern Africa 168 51

Sub-Saharan Africa 2 000 50

Latin America 
and the Caribbean 35 47

Caribbean 1 16

Central America 29 50

South America 4 33

Asia 1 966 51

Eastern Asia 293 48

South-eastern Asia 4 30

Southern Asia 1 338 52

Central Asia 4 53

Western Asia 327 46

Oceaniaa 4 45

Developed regions

Eastern Europe 54 53

Chart 6.6÷: 

Available data show that there are generally as many
women as men among UNHCR-assisted refugees 

Region of asylum UNHCR-assisted refugees, 1998

÷ In this and subsequent charts, regional and subregional
averages are unweighted (i.e., the averages do not take into
account the size of the individual countries’ populations)
and are based only upon available data for that region (see
page xi for fuller explanation).
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Liberia, Slovenia, Uganda and Western Asia have
addressed these problems and enabled women to par-
ticipate effectively in managing the refugee community.

Gender-related persecution
The 1951 Refugee Convention extends legal protec-
tion to refugees who have a well-founded fear of
being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, politi-
cal opinion or membership in a social group, but fails
to include those who fear persecution on the basis of
sex, sexuality or gender. Since 1985, UNHCR has
sought to ensure adequate protection for women,
particularly in cases of gender-based persecution,
such as sexual violence in conflict situations, forced
abortion, forced sterilization, forced female genital
mutilation, or severe discrimination as a result of
transgressing social mores.

Several States have formulated guidelines for evalu-
ating gender-related asylum claims. A growing number
of countries, including Australia, Canada, France, the

United Kingdom and the United States, have granted
women refugee status on grounds of gender-based per-
secution, including fear of female genital mutilation,
forced marriage, forced abortion and domestic vio-
lence. Rape and other forms of sexual violence have also
been determined to constitute persecution when perpe-
trated or condoned by State officials.

POLITICAL DECISION-MAKING
The Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of
Discrimination against Women emphasizes the impor-
tance of equal participation of women with men in
public life. The Convention builds on the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights, which includes the right
to take part in the conduct of public affairs, either by
voting for, or running as, a candidate for election, and
on the International Covenant on Civil and Political
Rights, which asserts the right of all people to self-
determination. States that are parties to the
Convention are obligated to ensure women equal

Over the last decade, there is a growing recog-
nition of the need for statistics on refugees.

Rather than an “undifferentiated mass of people
with identical needs and capacities”. refugees
are increasingly seen as individuals with individ-
ual needs and resources. In particular, women
refugees have different needs and experience
conflict and displacement in different ways from
men. This makes data by sex and data on female-
headed households particularly important. 

Obtaining demographic information on refugees
is difficult for a variety of reasons, including: 

• In emergency situations, it is generally difficult
to make a reliable estimate, especially when
life-saving interventions take priority; 

• Populations move in and out refugees camps,
often without notifying UNHCR; 

• Figures may become quickly outdated as sud-
den arrivals and departures occur; natural
demographic changes within the refugee popu-
lation are not always properly recorded; 

• UNHCR can only count refugees with whom it
comes in contact on the basis of its mandate; 

• Only a few receiving countries maintain a
refugee register recording all changes in the
refugee population; 

• Generally only the inflow of refugees is recorded,
while naturalization, departures, emigration, and
cessation of refugee status are not recorded.

The different and sometimes conflicting inter-
ests of countries of origin, countries of destina-
tion, refugee populations and humanitarian
agencies can have an effect on the accuracy of
statistics. Finally, UNHCR and other offices col-
lecting data on refugees use different definitions
of “refugee”. Inconsistency is compounded by
the occasional inclusion of “internally displaced
persons”, as well as by shifting borders in coun-
tries of origin and destination.

However, accurate statistics on the refugee
population and its characteristics—such as sex,
age, ethnic origin, or household structure—are
needed to provide effective protection and assis-
tance. Also, when refugee populations wish to
return to their homeland, even more detailed
statistics on place of origin, occupation and edu-
cation are needed to plan and implement effec-
tive repatriation and reintegration. As noted by
the non-governmental organization Médecins
sans Frontières, without registration, refugees
have no rights and families cannot be reunified.
During the 1999 Kosovo crisis, the identification,
registration and documentation of refugees was
considered a top priority. 

UNHCR has initiated important work for the
improvement of refugee statistics in the early
1990s. The agency now produces regularly
updated and refined registration guidelines that
provide field staff and operational partners
with registration tools and approaches that can
be adapted to various situations. Other meas-
ures include training agency and government
staff stockpiling of registration kits, appointing
two registration officers in Africa to provide
technical expertise and coordination, and
establishing a roster of UNHCR staff with skills
and experience in refugee registration. Since
the early 1990s, UNHCR has consolidated,
analysed and published refugee statistics on a
regular basis. 

In addition, the United Nations Statistical
Commission has made the reporting of statisti-
cal information on refugees an integral part of
the measurement of international migration
flows. The most recent set of Recommendations
on Statistics of International Migration (revi-
sion 1) have expanded guidelines related to
refugees over what was included in the earlier
set of recommendations. 

a Based on Jeff Crisp, “Who has counted refugees? UNHCR and the politics of numbers”, New Issues in
Refugee Research, Working Paper, No. 12 (June 1999).

b United Nations, Recommendations on Statistics of International Migration, revision 1 (United Nations
publication, Sales No. E.98.XVII.14).

Incorporating data on women in refugee statistics 



of political parties.67 Without such representation, it is
difficult for women to influence party policy, or to
assume ministerial duties if the party gains ascendan-
cy in government.

In 1996, the Inter-Parliamentary Union (IPU)
gathered information on women’s representation in
the governing bodies of political parties and in senior
posts: party leader (President or First Secretary),
deputy leader, parliamentary group leader, and party
spokesperson.68 Among 871 parties in 80 countries,
585—67 per cent—had no women in their governing
bodies. Only 11 per cent had a woman President or
First Secretary, and 19 per cent had a woman deputy
President or deputy First Secretary. Women represent-
ed 8 per cent of parliamentary group leaders and 9 per
cent of party spokespersons.69

Some parties, generally at women’s instigation,
have introduced a quota system in governing bodies,
either by requiring that a designated percentage of
party leaders be women or by instituting a rule, writ-
ten or implicit, that calls for a balance. In a number
of countries of Latin America and the developed
regions, parties have also established similar quota
systems for candidates in legislative elections.

Women’s parliamentary 
representation still very low
National parliaments
Gender parity in parliamentary representation is still
far from being realized. Globally, the representation
of women in Single or Lower chambers of parlia-
ment, which averaged 9 per cent in 1987 and again in
1995, rose to 11 per cent in 1999. The proportions of
women in Single or Lower chambers of parliament
increased slightly between 1987 and 1995 in most
regions, but sharp declines in Eastern Europe and
Eastern Asia affected the overall proportion (chart 6.7). 

In Northern Africa, Oceania and Southern, Central
and Western Asia in 1999, less than 10 per cent of par-
liamentarians70 were women. No women were in
national parliaments in Djibouti, Jordan, Kuwait, the
United Arab Emirates and four small countries in
Oceania (table 6.A and chart 6.7). 

In sub-Saharan Africa in 1999, 10 per cent of parlia-
mentarians were women, on average. In most countries
of sub-Saharan Africa, women’s representation was
below 10 per cent (below 5 per cent in Chad, Equatorial
Guinea, Ethiopia, Gambia, Kenya, Lesotho, Mauritania
and Swaziland), but there are important exceptions: in
South Africa, 30 per cent of parliamentarians were
women; in Mozambique, 25 per cent; in Seychelles, 24
per cent; and in Namibia, 22 per cent (table 6.A).

Among developing regions in 1999, the highest
percentages of women parliamentarians were

access to, and equal opportunities in, political and
public life, including the right to vote and to be eligible
for election. States are also obligated to ensure that
women have equal opportunities to represent their
Governments at the international level, and to partici-
pate in the work of international organizations.65

Formal limitations to women’s access to suffrage
and election still exist in a few countries with a
Parliamentary system of government, such as Kuwait
and the United Arab Emirates. Practical limitations
exist in many countries for both women and men,
although  they sometimes affect women more than
men.66 In other countries, notably Namibia, Samoa
and South Africa, voting and standing for election are
recently acquired rights for many women and they
have only been able to exercise these rights in one or
two general elections.

Women vastly under-represented 
in political parties
Women are rarely represented in the higher echelons
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Source: Prepared by the Statistics
Division of the United Nations

Secretariat from data provided by
the Inter-Parliamentary Union.

Note: Data for 1987 are based on the
sex distribution of parliamentary
seats from the last election held
between 1982 and 1987. For 1995

and 1999, data refer to the sex dis-
tribution as of 1 July 1995 and 

1 September 1999, respectively. 
Data shown for the latter two dates

reflect changes, if any, after the
most recent election prior to 

the given date, such as results 
of by-elections or replacements 

following a parliamentarian’s 
resignation or death.

1987 1995 1999

World Average 9 9 11

Africa

Northern Africa 3 4 3

Sub-Saharan Africa 7 9 10

Latin America 
and the Caribbean

Caribbean 9 11 13

Central America 8 10 13

South America 7 9 13

Asia

Eastern Asia 18 12 13

South-eastern Asia 10 9 12

Southern Asia 5 5 5

Central Asia .. 8 8

Western Asia 4 4 5

Oceania 2 2 3

Developed regions

Eastern Europe 26 9 10

Western Europe 14 18 21

Other developed regions 7 12 18

Chart 6.7:  

Women are under-represented in national parlia-
ments everywhere, although women’s representation
has improved significantly in some regions
Percentage women among parliamentarians in Single or Lower
chambers of national parliament



recorded in Latin America and the Caribbean and in
Eastern and South-eastern Asia. In Latin America
and the Caribbean, on average, 13 per cent of parlia-
mentarians were women. In seven of the 29 countries
with data, women comprised less than 10 per cent of
parliamentarians. The highest representation for
women in the region was in Argentina and Cuba,
where 28 per cent of parliamentarians were women
(chart 6.8).

Women held at least 20 per cent of parliamentary
seats in some countries of Eastern and South-eastern
Asia, including China, the Democratic People’s
Republic of Korea, the Lao People’s Democratic
Republic and Viet Nam (table 6.A). 

Women’s parliamentary representation was high-
est in the developed regions. In 1999, in countries of
Western Europe, 21 per cent of parliamentarians
were women, and in the developed regions outside
Europe, 18 per cent. The Nordic countries and the
Netherlands had the world’s highest representa-
tion—women accounted for more than a third of
parliamentarians, as high as 43 per cent in Sweden.
In the developed regions outside Europe, women’s
representation was higher than 20 per cent, except in
the United States, where 13 per cent were women,
and in Japan, where 5 per cent were women (table 6.A).

In countries of Eastern Europe, on average, 10 per
cent of parliamentarians were women.

Regional parliamentary assemblies
Women’s representation increased in the two regional
parliamentary assemblies that are elected by direct suf-
frage: the Central American Parliament and the
European Parliament. In the Central American
Parliament, the proportion of women elected increased
from 10 per cent in 1991 to 15 per cent in 1996.

In the European Parliament, the share of women
increased from 20 per cent in 1989 to 30 per cent in
1999. In the 1999 elections to the European Parliament,
the proportion of women elected increased consider-
ably in a number of countries but decreased in others.
All three Nordic countries in the European Parliament
elected fewer women in 1999 than in 1994: Denmark,
where the percentage of women among elected repre-
sentatives decreased from 44 to 38; Finland, from 63 to
44; and Sweden, from 45 to 41.

Women largely excluded from 
executive branches of government
Countries around the world have different executive
arrangements. Most have a President, a Prime Minister,
and a Cabinet, but the authority of the President, the
Prime Minister and the Cabinet varies among countries
and over time within the same country.

Heads of State and Government
Since 1974, when Argentina became the first State to
elect a woman President, only 17 States have elected a
woman President (see box on heads of State or Government).

Women have been elected head of State seven times in
San Marino, a small State with a system of co-regency
for six-month periods, and twice in Ireland, which has a
republican system with a five-year presidential mandate.

The first woman Prime Minister took office in
Sri Lanka in 1960. Since then, women have been
Prime Minister in 22 States—four times in Sri Lanka,
three times in Norway, and twice in Bangladesh,
India and Pakistan.

Ministries
Women are still under-represented in decision-making
positions in government cabinets. However, there is
some evidence of improvement. In 1998, on average, 8
per cent of the world’s cabinet ministers were women;
compared to 6 per cent in 1994 (see sidebar on ministerial and

sub-ministerial positions).71 In 1998, there were 45 countries
in which women held no ministerial positions, com-
pared to 59 countries in 1994. Women held neither min-
isterial nor sub-ministerial positions in 13 countries in
1998, compared to 26 in 1994 (table 6.A and chart 6.9).

Between 1994 and 1998, the number of countries
where women held at least 15 per cent of ministerial
positions increased from 16 to 28, and the number of
countries where women held at least 20 per cent of
ministerial positions increased from 8 to 16 (table 6.A

and chart 6.10). Sweden has the highest proportion of
women ministers and, as of 1999, is the only country
with more women than men ministers. After the 1994
elections in Sweden, women held 52 per cent of min-
isterial positions.72 Their share dropped below parity
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Africa

South Africa 30

Latin American 
and the Caribbean

Argentina 28
Cuba 28

Asia

Viet Nam 26

Developed regions

Austria 26
Denmark 37
Finland 37
Germany 31
Iceland 35
Netherlands 36
New Zealand 29
Norway 36
Sweden 43

Source: Inter-Parliamentary Union.
a Single or Lower chambers of national parliaments.

Chart 6.8:

In only 16 countries is women’s representation in
national parliaments above 25 per cent
Percentage women among parliamentariansa, as of August 1999

Africa

Somalia
Sudan

Asia and Oceania

Afghanistan
Iraq
Lao People’s Democratic Republic
Lebanon
Micronesia (Fed. States of)
Myanmar
Qatar
Saudi Arabia
United Arab Emirates
Yemen

Developed regions

Monaco

Source: Women’s Indicators and
Statistics Database (Wistat), Version
4, CD-ROM (United Nations publica-
tion, Sales No. E.00.XVII.4), based
on data compiled by the Division for
the Advancement of Women of the
United Nations Secretariat.

Chart 6.9:

In 13 countries there 
were no women in either 
ministerial or sub-ministerial
positions in government 
as of January 1998

Ministerial and sub-
ministerial positions
Ministerial level includes: 
ministers, Secretaries of State,
heads of central banks and of
agencies in the Cabinet. 
Sub-ministerial level includes:
deputy and vice ministers or
their equivalent, permanent
secretaries or their equivalent,
and deputy permanent secre-
taries or their equivalent, such
as directors and advisers.



in 1998, but increased again in 1999 to the world’s
highest representation, 55 per cent.73

Most ministerial and sub-ministerial positions are
still held by men around the world. In 1998, women
held fewer than 5 per cent of ministerial-level posi-
tions, on average, in Asia and Northern Africa. The
average was slightly higher but still at or below 10 per
cent in sub-Saharan Africa, Latin America and Eastern
Europe. The average exceeded 10 per cent only in the
Caribbean, Western Europe and the developed regions
outside Europe (chart 6.11).

Women generally hold a greater percentage of sub-
ministerial level posts than ministerial-level posts.
However, in some countries where women are rela-
tively well represented at the ministerial level, their
representation at the sub-ministerial level is lower
(table 6.A and chart 6.11).

Women’s representation in leadership positions,
whether ministerial or sub-ministerial, is generally
higher in social ministries and law and justice min-
istries than in economic and political ministries.
Women hold over 10 per cent of ministerial posts in
all fields in the Caribbean and in developed regions
outside Europe and in nearly all fields in Eastern
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Africa

Gambia 29
Mali 21
Seychelles 33

Latin American 
and the Caribbean

Barbado 27
Dominica 20
Ecuador 20

Oceania

Palau 20

Developed regions

Austria 20
Denmark 41
Finland 29
Ireland 21

Source: Prepared by the Statistics
Division of the United Nations

Secretariat from Women’s Indicators
and Statistics Database (Wistat),

Version 4, CD-ROM (United Nations
publication, Sales No. E.00.XVII.4),

based on data compiled by the
Division for the Advancement of

Women of the United Nations
Secretariat.

Note: Ministerial level includes minis-
ters, secretaries of State, heads of

central banks and of agencies in the
Cabinet; Sub-ministerial level

includes: deputy and vice ministers or
their equivalent, permanent secre-

taries or their equivalent, and deputy
permanent secretaries or their equiv-
alent, such as directors and advisors.
a Average not shown because data are

available for only one country.

January 1994

Chart 6.11:

In Governments, women are still poorly represented at both ministerial and sub-ministerial levels
Percentage of positions held by women

January 1998

Ministerial
level

Sub-ministerial
level

Sub-ministerial
level

Ministerial
level

Africa

Northern Africa 2 4 3 6

Sub-Saharan Africa 6 7 8 10

Latin America 
and the Caribbean

Caribbean 8 17 11 23

Central America 10 11 6 15

South America 5 6 10 14

Asia

Eastern Asia 2 1 ..a ..a

South-eastern Asia 3 3 4 7

Southern Asia 5 2 4 3

Cental Asia 3 4 5 5

Western Asia 2 1 2 3

Oceania 5 5 5 10

Developed Regions

Eastern Europe 3 6 8 14

Western Europe 16 11 16 14

Other developed regions 11 19 12 21

Developed regions (cont.)

Netherlands 28
Norway 20
Sweden 43
United Kingdom 24
United States 26

Source: Prepared by the
Statistics Division of the United
Nations Secretariat from
Women’s Indicators and
Statistics Database (Wistat),
Version 4, CD-ROM (United
Nations publication, Sales No.
E.00.XVII.4), based on data com-
piled by the Division for the
Advancement of Women of the
United Nations Secretariat).

Note: Ministerial positions
include ministers, secretaries of
State, heads of central banks
and of agencies in the Cabinet.

Chart 6.10:

In only 16 countries did women hold at least 
20 per cent of ministerial positions in 1998
Percentage of ministerial positions filled by women, January 1998
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Europe and Western Europe (chart 6.12).

Though goals unmet, women making gains
in United Nations professional staff
Since 1985, the United Nations General Assembly
has set goals for increasing women’s representation
among the professional staff of the United Nations.
The first goal, to achieve 30 per cent representation
by 1990, was met in 1991. In December 1998, the
General Assembly reaffirmed the goal of 50/50 gen-
der distribution by the year 2000 in all categories of
posts within the United System. Although statistics
show some improvement, the goal is still far from
being met. Women represented 39 per cent of pro-
fessional staff on geographical appointments as of
November 1999, an increase from 34 per cent in
1995 (chart 6.13).

Women in the United Nations have lower repre-
sentation at the higher levels. Women comprised 48
per cent of the junior professionals but only 21 per
cent of senior management in 1999. Of 21 Under-
Secretary-Generals, two were women. Although the
rate of progress is slow, the representation of women
at the senior professional level has improved—from

25 percent in 1995 to 33 per cent in 1999.
Women’s representation among professional staff

in the specialized agencies of the United Nations at
the end of 1998 was 32 per cent, and among senior
managers, 16 per cent, both lower than in the United
Nations Secretariat. However, among the specialized

Source: Prepared by the
Statistics Division of the United
Nations Secretariat from
Women’s Indicators and
Statistics Database (Wistat),
Version 4, CD-ROM (United
Nations publication, Sales No.
E.00.XVII.4), based on data com-
piled by the Division for the
Advancement of Women of the
United Nations Secretariat.

Note: Eastern Asia not shown
because data are available for
only one country.
a Both ministerial and sub-minis-

terial positions.

Chart 6.12:

Women are often better represented in ministerial posts in social and law and justice ministries
Percentage of positions a held by women, by ministry, as of January 1998

All
ministries

Chief
executive Economic Law and

Justice Social Political
Africa

Northern Africa 6 3 3 10 11 0

Southern Africa 15 17 9 0 23 15

Rest of sub-Saharan Africa 9 5 5 7 17 5

Latin America 
and the Caribbean

Caribbean 19 26 11 16 29 18

Central America 13 10 11 15 17 1

South America 12 9 8 22 20 8

Asia

South-eastern Asia 6 3 6 1 8 3

Southern Asia 4 4 3 0 4 2

Central Asia 4 2 5 20 4 1

Western Asia 3 1 3 9 6 0

Oceania 9 5 7 2 15 4

Developed regions

Eastern Europe 12 12 12 17 18 7

Western Europe 13 7 8 21 17 13

Other developed 
regions 20 23 16 19 28 14

Source: Reports of the Secretary-General on the composition of the
Secretariat (A/35/528 and A/50/540) and on the improvement of
the status of women in the Secretariat (E/CN.6/2000/4).

Note: Data relate to professional staff in posts subject to geographi-
cal distribution. Junior professionals refer to staff at the P-1 and P-2
levels; mid-level professionals to P-3 and P-4; senior professionals to
P-5 and D-1; and senior managers to D-2, Assistant Secretary-
General and Under-Secretary-General.

1980 1995 1999

All professionals 19 34 39

Junior profesionals 41 48 48

Mid-level professionals 20 37 40

Senior professionals 7 25 33

Senior managers 5 17 21

Chart 6.13:

Although increasing, women’s share of senior man-
agement positions in the United Nations is still small
% women among professional staff in the United Nations



Source: Inter-Parliamentary Union and Torild Skard; árate’s
Political Collection, accessed at http://web.jet.es/ziorarr.
“Women leaders—leaders for women?”, (book in preparation).

Note: San Marino has a system of co-regency for six-month
periods. The following women served as head of state: Maria
Lea Pedini in 1981, Gloriana Ramocchini in 1984 and 1989-90,
Edda Ceccoli in 1991-1992, Patricia Busignani in 1993, Rosa
Zafferani in 1999, and Maria Domenica Michelott in 2000.
a Excluding Queens and Governors-General.

agencies, women have been better represented in
organizations headed by women: in UNICEF, women
make up 48 per cent of staff and 39 per cent of sen-
ior managers; in UNFPA, 47 per cent of staff and 39
per cent of senior managers; in the World Food
Programme (WFP), 40 per cent of staff and 22 per cent
of senior managers; in UNHCR, 38 per cent of staff and
14 per cent of senior managers.74 Other agencies where
women have relatively high representation are the
United Nations Development Programme (UNDP),
where women are 38 per cent of staff and 21 per cent of
senior managers, and the United Nations Educational,
Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), 39
per cent of staff and 20 per cent of senior managers.
Women were best represented in senior management in
the Pan American Health Organization and the Joint
United Nations Programme on HIV/AIDS; in both
organizations women comprised 50 per cent of senior
managers. Latest data for 2000 show that women con-
stituted 50 per cent of the total staff and 60 per cent of
senior managers in UNFPA.75 ■
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Women heads of State or Governmenta

Country Presidents Years in office

Argentina Maria Estela Martinez de Péron 1974–1976

Bolivia Lydia Gueiler Tejada 1979–1980

Finland Tarja Halonen 2000–

Germany (former  Dem. Rep. of) Sabine Bergmann-Pohl 1990

Guyana Janet Jagan 1997–1999

Haiti Ertha Pascal Trouillot 1990–1991

Iceland Vigdis Finnbogadottir 1980–1996

Ireland Mary Robinson 1990–1997
Mary McAleese 1997-

Latvia Vaira Vike-Freiberga 1999–

Liberia Ruth Perry 1996–1997

Malta Agatha Barbara 1982–1987

Nicaragua Violeta Barrios de Chamorro 1990–1996

Panama Mireya Moscoso 1999–

Philippines Corazon Aquino 1986–1992

Sri Lanka Chandrika Kumaratunge 1994–

Switzerland Ruth Dreifuss 1999

Country Prime Ministers Years in office

Bangladesh Begum Khaleda Zia 1991–1996
Sheikh Hasina Wajed 1996–

Bulgaria Reneta Indzhova 1994

Burundi Sylvie Kinigi 1993–1994

Canada Kim Campbell 1993

Central African Rep. Elisabeth Domitien 1974–1976

Dominica Mary Eugenia Charles 1980–1995

France Edith Cresson 1991–1992

Guyana Janet Jagan 1997

Haiti Claudette Werleigh 1995–1996

India Indira Gandhi 1966–1977;
1980–1984

Israel Golda Meir 1969–1974

Lithuania Kazimiera Prunskiene 1990–1991

New Zealand Jenny Shipley 1997–1999
Helen Clark 1999–

Norway Gro Harlem Brundtland 1981; 1986–1989;
1990–1996

Pakistan Benazir Bhutto 1988–1990;
1993–1996

Poland Hanna Suchocka 1992–1993

Portugal Maria de Lourdes Pintasilgo 1979–1980

Rwanda Agathe Uwilingiyimana 1993–1994

Sri Lanka Sirimavo Bandaranaike 1960–1965;
1970–1977; 1994–

Chandrika Kumaratunge 1994

Turkey Tansu Çiller 1993–1996

United Kingdom Margaret Thatcher 1979–1990

Yugoslavia Milka Planinc 1982–1986
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Table 6.A

Women in public life

% parliamentary seats in
Single or Lower chamber occupied by women Year of 

ratification
of CEDAW a

1987

Whether national
plan of action

provided to the
UN Secretariat b

% women in decision-making positions in government

1995 1999
Africa

Algeria 2 7 3 4 0 8 10 1996 (a) Yes

Angola 15 10 15 7 14 2 10 1986 (a) Yes

Benin 4 8 6 10 13 0 5 1992 ..

Botswana 5 9 9 6 14 6 20 1996 (a) Yes

Burkina Faso .. 4 8 7 10 14 10 1987 (a) Yes

Burundi 9 .. 6 7 8 0 0 1992 Yes

Cameroon 14 12 6 3 6 5 6 1994 (a) ..

Cape Verde 12 8 11 13 13 9 50 1980 (a) Yes

Central African Republic 4 4 7 5 4 17 6 1991 (a) ..

Chad .. 16 2 5 0 0 6 1995 (a) ..

Comoros 0 0 .. 0 7 0 0 1994 (a) ..

Congo 10 2 12 6 6 0 0 1982 Yes

Côte d’Ivoire 6 5 8 8 3 0 3 1995 (a) ..

Dem. Rep. of the Congo 5 5 .. 6 .. 7 .. 1986 ..

Djibouti 0 0 0 0 0 3 3 1998 (a) ..

Egypt 4 2 2 4 6 0 4 1981 Yes

Equatorial Guinea 3 8 4 4 4 0 5 1984 (a) ..

Eritrea .. 21 15 7 5 13 6 1995 (a) Yes

Ethiopia <1 5 2 10 5 10 16 1981 Yes

Gabon 13 6 8 7 3 12 9 1983 ..

Gambia 8 .. 2 0 29 7 17 1993 ..

Ghana .. 8 9 11 9 12 9 1986 Yes

Guinea .. 7 9 9 8 8 20 1982 Yes

Guinea-Bissau 15 10 10 4 18 19 16 1985 ..

Kenya 2 3 4 0 0 4 9 1984 (a) Yes

Lesotho .. 5 4 6 6 21 15 1995 (a) ..

Liberia 6 6 .. 5 8 0 6 1984 (a) ..

Libyan Arab Jamahiriya .. .. .. 0 7 0 0 1989 (a) ..

Madagascar 1 4 8 0 19 4 8 1989 ..

Malawi 10 6 8 9 4 9 4 1987 (a) Yes

Mali 4 2 12 10 21 0 0 1985 Yes

Mauritania .. 0 4 0 4 6 6 .. ..

Mauritius 7 3 8 3 .. 7 .. 1984 (a) ..

Morocco 0 1 1 0 0 0 8 1993 (a) Yes

Mozambique 16 25 25 4 0 9 15 1997 (a) Yes

Namibia .. 18 22 10 8 2 17 1992 (a) Yes

Niger .. 4 .. 5 10 19 8 1999 (a) Yes

Nigeria .. .. .. 3 6 11 4 1985 Yes

Rwanda 13 17 17 9 5 10 20 1981 ..

Sao Tome and Principe 12 7 9 0 0 20 33 .. ..

Senegal 11 12 12 7 7 0 15 1985 Yes

Seychelles 16 27 24 31 33 21 16 1992 (a) ..

Sierra Leone .. .. 6 0 10 2 11 1988 ..

Somalia 4 .. .. 0 0 0 0 .. ..

South Africa 2 25 30 6 .. 2 .. 1995 (a) ..

Country or area
Ministerial level Sub-ministerial level

1994 1998 1994 1998
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Table 6.A (cont’d):

Women in public life

% parliamentary seats in
Single or Lower chamber occupied by women Year of 

ratification
of CEDAW a

1987

Whether national
plan of action

provided to the
UN Secretariat b

% women in decision-making positions in government

1995 1999

Country or area
Ministerial level Sub-ministerial level

1994 1998 1994 1998
Africa (cont’d)

Sudan 8 8 5 0 0 0 0 .. Yes

Swaziland 4 3 3 0 6 6 16 .. Yes

Togo 5 1 .. 5 9 0 0 1983 (a) ..

Tunisia 6 7 7 4 3 14 10 1985 Yes

Uganda .. 17 18 10 13 7 13 1985 Yes

United Republic 
of Tanzania .. 11 16 13 13 4 11 1985 Yes

Zambia 3 7 9 5 3 9 12 1985 Yes

Zimbabwe 11 15 14 3 12 25 6 1991 (a) Yes

Latin America 
and the Caribbean

Antigua and Barbuda 0 5 .. 0 0 44 41 1989 (a) ..

Argentina 5 22 28 0 8 3 9 1985 Yes

Bahamas 4 8 15 23 17 35 44 1993 (a) ..

Barbados 4 11 .. 0 27 16 20 1980 ..

Belize 4 3 7 6 0 13 17 1990 Yes

Bolivia 3 11 12 0 6 8 11 1990 Yes

Brazil 5 7 6 5 4 11 13 1984 Yes

Chile .. 8 11 13 13 0 8 1989 Yes

Colombia 5 11 12 11 18 6 27 1982 Yes

Costa Rica 11 14 19 10 15 9 21 1986 Yes

Cuba 34 23 28 0 5 9 11 1980 Yes

Dominica 10 9 9 9 20 38 33 1980 ..

Dominican Republic 8 12 16 4 10 14 16 1982 ..

Ecuador 1 4 17 6 20 0 6 1981 Yes

El Salvador 7 11 17 10 6 7 29 1981 Yes

Grenada 13 20 .. 10 14 14 43 1990 ..

Guatemala 7 8 13 19 0 7 15 1982 ..

Guyana 37 20 18 12 15 25 22 1980 ..

Haiti 8 .. 4 13 0 10 14 1981 Yes

Honduras 8 7 9 11 11 22 17 1983 Yes

Jamaica 12 12 13 5 12 17 22 1984 Yes

Mexico 11 14 17 5 5 5 7 1981 Yes

Nicaragua 15 16 10 10 5 8 13 1981 ..

Panama 6 8 .. 13 6 15 5 1981 Yes

Paraguay 2 3 3 0 7 3 6 1987 (a) Yes

Peru 6 10 11 6 10 11 23 1982 Yes

Saint Kitts and Nevis 7 0 13 .. 0 .. 15 1985 (a) Yes

Saint Lucia 0 0 11 8 10 0 7 1982 (a) Yes

Saint Vincent and the
Grenadines 5 10 5 0 10 0 14 1981 (a) ..

Suriname 8 6 16 0 5 0 16 1993 (a) ..

Trinidad and Tobago 17 19 11 19 14 13 19 1990 Yes

Uruguay 4 7 7 0 7 5 14 1981 ..

Venezuela 4 6 13 11 3 0 7 1983 Yes
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Table 6.A (cont’d):

Women in public life

% parliamentary seats in
Single or Lower chamber occupied by women Year of 

ratification
of CEDAW a

1987

Whether national
plan of action

provided to the
UN Secretariat b

% women in decision-making positions in government

1995 1999
Asia

Afghanistan .. .. .. 0 0 0 0 .. ..

Armenia .. .. .. 3 0 2 5 1993 (a) ..

Azerbaijan .. 2 12 5 10 0 5 1995 (a) ..

Bahrain .. .. .. 0 0 0 1 .. Yes

Bangladesh 9 11 9 8 5 2 0 1984 (a) Yes

Bhutan 2 0 2 22 0 0 8 1981 ..

Brunei Darussalam .. .. .. 0 0 0 6 .. Yes

Cambodia 21 6 8 0 .. 7 .. 1992 (a) Yes

China 21 21 22 6 .. 4 .. 1980 Yes

Cyprus 1 4 5 7 0 4 4 1985 (a) ..

Dem. People’s Rep. of Korea 21 20 20 0 .. 2 .. .. Yes

Georgia .. 6 7 0 4 3 6 1994 (a) Yes

India 8 8 8 3 .. 7 .. 1993 Yes

Indonesia 12 12 .. 6 3 1 1 1984 Yes

Iran (Islamic Republic of) 1 3 5 0 0 1 1 .. Yes

Iraq 13 11 6 0 0 0 0 1986 (a) Yes

Israel 8 9 12 4 0 5 9 1991 Yes

Jordan 0 1 0 3 2 0 0 1992 Yes

Kazakhstan .. .. 12 6 5 0 2 1998 (a) Yes

Kuwait 0 0 0 0 0 0 7 1994 (a) Yes

Kyrgyzstan .. 5 1 0 4 9 3 1997 (a) Yes

Lao People’s Dem. Rep. .. 9 21 0 0 5 0 1981 ..

Lebanon .. 2 2 0 0 0 0 1997 (a) Yes

Malaysia 5 8 8 7 16 0 13 1995 (a) Yes

Maldives 2 6 6 5 6 6 11 1993 (a) Yes

Mongolia 25 4 8 0 0 0 0 1981 Yes

Myanmar .. .. .. 0 0 0 0 1997 (a) Yes

Nepal 6 .. 6 0 3 0 0 1991 ..

Oman .. .. .. 0 0 2 4 .. Yes

Pakistan 9 2 2 4 7 1 1 1996 (a) Yes

Philippines 9 9 12 8 10 11 19 1981 Yes

Qatar .. .. .. 0 0 3 0 .. Yes

Republic of Korea 3 2 4 4 .. 0 .. 1984 Yes

Saudi Arabia .. .. .. 0 0 0 0 .. ..

Singapore 4 4 4 0 0 4 8 1995 (a) Yes

Sri Lanka .. 5 5 3 13 6 5 1981 ..

Syrian Arab Republic 9 10 10 7 8 0 0 .. Yes

Tajikistan .. 3 3 3 6 7 6 1993 (a) ..

Thailand 3 6 6 0 4 2 7 1985 (a) Yes

Turkey 1 2 4 5 5 0 17 1985 (a) Yes

Turkmenistan .. 18 18 3 4 0 0 1997 (a) ..

United Arab Emirates 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 .. Yes

Uzbekistan .. 6 6 3 3 5 13 1995 (a) ..

Viet Nam 18 18 26 5 0 0 5 1982 Yes

Yemen .. 1 1 0 0 0 0 1984 (a) Yes

Country or area
Ministerial level Sub-ministerial level

1994 1998 1994 1998
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Table 6.A (cont’d):

Women in public life

% parliamentary seats in
Single or Lower chamber occupied by women Year of 

ratification
of CEDAW a

1987

Whether national
plan of action

provided to the
UN Secretariat b

% women in decision-making positions in government

1995 1999
Oceania

Fiji 2 4 11 10 10 6 16 1995 (a) Yes

Kiribati 0 0 5 .. .. .. .. .. ..

Marshall Islands .. 3 .. 8 0 13 13 .. ..

Micronesia (Fed. States of) .. 0 0 0 0 11 0 .. ..

Nauru .. .. 0 .. .. .. .. .. ..

Palau .. 0 0 .. 20 .. 17 .. ..

Papua New Guinea 0 0 2 0 0 0 8 1995 (a) ..

Samoa 4 4 8 .. 7 .. 12 1992 (a) ..

Solomon Islands 0 2 2 5 6 0 8 .. ..

Tonga 0 3 .. .. .. .. .. .. ..

Vanuatu 4 2 0 7 0 0 7 1995 (a) Yes

Developed regions

Albania 29 6 5 0 11 0 13 1994 (a) ..

Andorra .. 4 7 .. 18 .. 67 1997 (a) ..

Australia 6 10 22 13 14 23 17 1983 Yes

Austria 11 23 26 16 20 5 4 1982 Yes

Belarus .. .. .. 3 3 5 10 1981 Yes

Belgium 8 12 23 11 3 15 6 1985 Yes

Bosnia and Herzegovina .. 4 .. 0 6 6 7 1993 (d) ..

Bulgaria 21 13 11 0 .. 13 .. 1982 Yes

Canada 10 18 21 14 .. 20 .. 1981 Yes

Croatia .. 6 8 4 12 6 20 1992 (d) Yes

Czech Republic .. 10 15 0 17 0 14 1993 (d) Yes

Denmark 29 33 37 29 41 11 12 1983 Yes

Estonia .. 13 .. 15 12 3 17 1991 (a) ..

Finland 32 34 37 39 29 17 13 1986 Yes

France 7 6 11 7 12 12 12 1983 Yes

Germany .. 26 31 16 8 5 5 1985 Yes

Greece 4 6 6 4 5 8 7 1983 Yes

Hungary 21 11 8 0 5 6 12 1980 ..

Iceland 21 25 35 15 8 3 7 1985 ..

Ireland 8 13 12 16 21 15 8 1985 (a) Yes

Italy 13 15 11 12 13 16 9 1985 Yes

Japan 1 3 5 6 0 8 3 1985 Yes

Latvia .. 15 17 0 7 5 27 1992 (a) ..

Liechtenstein 7 8 4 17 14 0 20 1995 (a) Yes

Lithuania .. 7 18 0 6 6 11 1994 (a) Yes

Luxembourg 12 20 17 9 17 11 16 1989 Yes

Malta 3 2 9 0 0 0 8 1991 (a) Yes

Monaco 11 6 22 0 0 0 0 .. ..

Netherlands 20 31 36 31 28 10 8 1991 Yes

New Zealand 14 21 29 8 8 17 31 1985 Yes

Norway 34 39 36 35 20 49 24 1981 Yes

Poland 20 13 13 7 17 12 9 1980 Yes

Country or area
Ministerial level Sub-ministerial level

1994 1998 1994 1998



Table 6.A (cont’d):

Women in public life

% parliamentary seats in
Single or Lower chamber occupied by women Year of 

ratification
of CEDAW a

1987

Whether national
plan of action

provided to the
UN Secretariat b

% women in decision-making positions in government

1995 1999Developed 
regions (cont’d)

Portugal 8 9 13 10 10 5 11 1980 Yes

Republic of Moldova .. 5 9 0 0 6 15 1994 (a) Yes

Romania 34 4 7 0 8 0 10 1982 Yes

Russian Federation .. 13 10 0 8 3 4 1981 Yes

San Marino 10 12 13 17 0 43 30 .. ..

Slovakia 30 15 13 5 19 16 23 1993 (d) Yes

Slovenia .. 14 8 5 0 13 19 1992 (d) ..

Spain 9 16 22 14 18 0 4 1984 Yes

Sweden 32 40 43 30 43 4 24 1980 Yes

Switzerland 14 18 21 17 17 0 8 1997 (a) Yes

The FYR of Macedonia .. 3 8 8 9 13 23 1994 (d) ..

Ukraine .. 4 8 0 5 0 3 1981 ..

United Kingdom 6 10 18 9 24 7 19 1986 Yes

United States 5 11 13 14 26 26 33 .. Yes

Yugoslavia .. 3 5 .. 5 .. 12 1982 ..

Country or area
Ministerial level Sub-ministerial level

1994 1998 1994 1998

Sources: For parliamentary seats occupied by women:
IPU; for women in decision-making positions in govern-
ment: Women’s Indicators and Statistics Database
(Wistat), Version 4, CD-ROM (United Nations publication,
Sales No. E.00.XVII.4), based on compilations prepared by
the Division for the Advancement of Women of the United
Nations Secretariat; for year of ratification of the
Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimi-
nation against Women and information on national plans
of action: Division for the Advancement of Women.

Note: Two dots (..) indicate that data are not available;
for CEDAW column, two dots indicate that the State 
has not ratified or acceded to the Convention as of
March 2000.
a Refers to the year that the Convention on the

Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against
Women was ratified. The note (a) next to the year indi-
cates accession to the Convention; the note (d) indi-
cates succession to the Convention. As of March 2000,
Afghanistan, Sao Tome and Principe, and the United

States have signed but not ratified, acceded or succeeded
to the Convention.

b “Yes” means that the country or area has, as of April
2000, provided to the United Nations Secretariat its
national action plan or strategy for the implementiation
of the Beijing Platform for Action.
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CHAPTER 6 ■  HUMAN RIGHTS AND POLITICAL DECISION-MAKING

Table 6.A presents indicators on women’s representation in
national legislative bodies and in top-level decision-making
positions in government. It also gives, for each country, the
year of ratification of the Convention on the Elimination of All
Forms of Discrimination against Women, and whether a
national plan of action for the implementation of the Beijing
Platform for Action has been submitted to the United Nations
Secretariat. The statistics on parliamentarians are based on
data provided to the Inter-Parliamentary Union by national
authorities. These statistics, updated regularly, are available in
http://www.ipu.org/wmn-e/classif.htm. Data on women in deci-
sion-making positions in Government are based on compila-
tions prepared by the Division for the Advancement of Women
of the United Nations Secretariat from the 1994 and 1998
issues of World-wide Government Directories.

The percentage of parliamentary seats occupied by women
presented in table 6.A was calculated only for the lower
chamber in countries with a bicameral assembly. Data for
1987 are based on the sex distribution of parliamentarians in
the last election held between 1982 and 1987. Data for 1995
and 1999 are based on the sex distribution as at 1 July of
the corresponding year, and reflect changes, if any, after the
most recent election prior to that date, such as results of
by-election or replacements following a parliamentarian’s
resignation or death.

A decision-making position in Government is defined as a
position at the level of minister or the equivalent, deputy or
assistant minister or the equivalent, secretary of State or
permanent secretary or the equivalent and deputy of State
or director of government or the equivalent. In table 6.A,
“ministerial level” includes persons at the level of minister
or the equivalent, while “sub-ministerial level” includes the
rest of the positions enumerated above.

Information on the year of ratification of the Convention is
provided by the Division for the Advancement of Women of
the United Nations Secretariat, as is information on national
plan of action. 

The information on the Convention provided in table 6.A is
as of March 2000. The Convention is the first international
treaty embodying the civil, political, social, economic and
cultural rights of women. It therefore covers the full range
of issues related to the role and position of women in public
and private life and establishes the obligations of States
Parties to ensure the full development and advancement of
women. It should be noted that many countries that have
ratified and put in force the Convention have entered reser-
vations. Conversely, some countries that have not entered
reservations continue to permit practices that contravene
particular provisions of the Convention.

The column on the national plan of action indicates whether
a country has submitted a national action plan for the
implementation of the Beijing Platform for Action, to the
United Nations Secretariat, as of 4 April 2000. Governments
committed themselves in the Platform for Action to develop-
ing implementation strategies and plans of action, and the
majority of countries have provided their national action
plans or strategies to the Secretariat. Many of the plans
were prepared in cooperation with non-governmental organ-
izations and other relevant actors. Only a few national
action plans established comprehensive, time-bound targets
and benchmarks or indicators for monitoring, and most
national action plans made no reference to sources of
financing for the actions identified.

Technical notes



Actions to be taken
By national, regional and international statistical services and
relevant governmental and United Nations agencies, in coop-
eration with research and documentation organizations, in
their respective areas of responsibility:
(a) Ensure that statistics related to individuals are collected,

compiled, analysed and presented by sex and age and
reflect problems, issues and questions related to women
and men in society;

(b) Collect, compile, analyse and present on a regular basis
data disaggregated by age, sex, socio-economic and other
relevant indicators, including number of dependants, for
utilization in policy and programme planning and imple-
mentation;

(c) Involve centres for women’s studies and research organi-
zations in developing and testing appropriate indicators
and research methodologies to strengthen gender analy-
sis, as well as in monitoring and evaluating the imple-
mentation of the goals of the Platform for Action;

(d) Designate or appoint staff to strengthen gender-statistics
programmes and ensure coordination, monitoring and
linkage to all fields of statistical work, and prepare output
that integrates statistics from the various subject areas;

(e) Improve data collection on the full contribution of
women and men to the economy, including their partici-
pation in the informal sector(s);

(f) Develop a more comprehensive knowledge of all forms of
work and employment by:
i. Improving data collection on the unremunerated

work which is already included in the United Nations
System of National Accounts, such as in agriculture,
particularly subsistence agriculture, and other types
of non-market production activities;

ii. Improving measurements that at present underesti-
mate women’s unemployment and underemployment
in the labour market;

iii. Developing methods, in the appropriate forums, for
assessing the value, in quantitative terms, of unre-
munerated work that is outside national accounts,
such as caring for dependents and preparing food,
for possible reflection in satellite or other official
accounts that may be produced separately from but
are consistent with core national accounts, with a
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view to recognizing the economic contribution of
women and making visible the unequal distribution
of remunerated and unremunerated work between
women and men;

(g) Develop an international classification of activities for
time-use statistics that is sensitive to the differences
between women and men in remunerated and unremu-
nerated work, and collect data disaggregated by sex. At the
national level, subject to national constraints:
i. Conduct regular time-use studies to measure, in

quantitative terms, unremunerated work, including
recording those activities that are performed simulta-
neously with remunerated or other unremunerated
activities;

ii. Measure, in quantitative terms, unremunerated work
that is outside national accounts and work to improve
methods to assess and accurately reflect its value in
satellite or other  official accounts that are separate
from but consistent with core national accounts;

(h) Improve concepts and methods of data collection on the
measurement of poverty among women and men,
including their access to resources;
i. Strengthen vital statistical systems and incorporate

gender analysis into publications and research; give
priority to gender differences in research design and
in data collection and analysis in order to improve
data on morbidity; and improve data collection on
access to health services, including access to compre-
hensive sexual and reproductive health services,
maternal care and family planning, with special prior-
ity for adolescent mothers and for elder care;

(j) Develop improved gender-disaggregated and age-specif-
ic data on the victims and perpetrators of all forms of
violence against women, such as domestic violence, sex-
ual harassment, rape, incest and sexual abuse, and traf-
ficking in women and girls, as well as on violence by
agents of the State;

(k) Improve concepts and methods of data collection on the
participation of women and men with disabilities,
including their access to resources.

a Reproduced from Report of the Fourth World Conference on Women,
Beijing, 4-15 September 1995 (United Nations publication, Sales No.
96.IV.13), Chap. I, resolution 1, annex II, chap. IV.H, para. 206.
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Strategic objective H.3 of the Beijing Platform for Actiona

Generate and disseminate gender-disaggregated data and information for planning and evaluation
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Countries, areas and geographical groupings

■ ANNEX II

Africa

Northern Africa
Algeria

Egypt

Libyan Arab Jamahiriya

Morocco

Tunisia

Western Sahara

Sub-Saharan Africa
Angola

Benin

Botswana

Burkina Faso

Burundi

Cameroon

Cape Verde

Central African Republic

Chad

Comoros

Congo

Côte d’Ivoire 

Democratic Republic of the Congo

Djibouti

Equatorial Guinea

Eritrea

Ethiopia

Gabon

Gambia

Ghana

Guinea

Guinea-Bissau

Kenya

Lesotho

Liberia

Madagascar

Malawi

Mali

Mauritania

Mauritius

Mozambique

Namibia

Niger

Nigeria

Reunion

Rwanda

Sao Tome and Principe

Senegal

Seychelles

Sierra Leone

Somalia

South Africa

Sudan

Swaziland

Togo

Uganda

United Republic of Tanzania

Zambia

Zimbabwe

Latin America 
and the Caribbean

Caribbean
Antigua and Barbuda

Aruba

Bahamas

Barbados

Cuba

Dominica

Dominican Republic

Grenada

Guadeloupe

Haiti

Jamaica

Martinique

Netherlands Antilles

Puerto Rico

Saint Kitts and Nevis

Saint Lucia

Saint Vincent and the Grenadines

Trinidad and Tobago

United States Virgin Islands

Central America
Belize

Costa Rica

El Salvador

Guatemala

Honduras

Mexico

Nicaragua

Panama

South America
Argentina

Bolivia

Brazil

Chile

Colombia

Ecuador

French Guiana

Guyana

Paraguay

Peru

Suriname

Uruguay

Venezuela

Asia 

Eastern Asia
China  

Hong Kong Special 
Administrative Region

Macao Special 
Administrative Region

Democratic People’s 
Republic of Korea

Mongolia

Republic of Korea 

South-eastern Asia
Brunei Darussalam

Cambodia

East Timor

Indonesia

Lao People’s Democratic Republic          
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Malaysia

Myanmar

Philippines

Singapore

Thailand

Viet Nam

Southern Asia
Afghanistan

Bangladesh

Bhutan 

India  

Iran (Islamic Republic of)

Maldives

Nepal

Pakistan

Sri Lanka

Central Asia
Kazakhstan*

Kyrgyzstan*

Tajikistan*

Turkmenistan*

Uzbekistan*

Western Asia
Armenia*

Azerbaijan*

Bahrain

Cyprus 

Georgia*

Iraq

Israel

Jordan

Kuwait

Lebanon

Occupied Palestinian Territory

Oman

Qatar

Saudi Arabia

Syrian Arab Republic

Turkey

United Arab Emirates

Yemen

Oceania

American Samoa

Fiji   

French Polynesia

Guam

Kiribati

Marshall Islands

Micronesia (Federated States of)

Nawui

New Caledonia

Palau

Papua New Guinea

Samoa

Solomon Islands

Tonga

Vanuatu

Developed regions

Eastern Europe
Albania*

Belarus*

Bosnia and Herzegovina*

Bulgaria*

Croatia*

Czech Republic*

Estonia*

Hungary*

Latvia*

Lithuania*

Poland*

Republic of Moldova*

Romania*

Russian Federation*

Slovakia*

Slovenia*

The former Yugoslav Republic 
of Macedonia*

Ukraine*

Yugoslavia*

Western Europe
Andorra

Austria

Belgium

Denmark

Finland

France

Germany

Greece

Iceland

Ireland

Italy

Liechtenstein

Luxembourg

Malta  

Monaco

Netherlands

Norway 

Portugal

San Marino

Spain  

Sweden 

Switzerland

United Kingdom of Great Britain 
and Northern Ireland

Other developed regions
Australia

Bermuda

Canada

Japan

New Zealand

United States of America

* Included in the category “countries in transition”.
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