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Foreword

The world has an unprecedented opportunity to improve the lives of billions of 
people by adopting practical approaches to meeting the Millennium Develop-
ment Goals. At the request of the UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan, the UN 
Millennium Project has identified practical strategies to eradicate poverty by 
scaling up investments in infrastructure and human capital while promoting 
gender equality and environmental sustainability. These strategies are described 
in the UN Millennium Project’s report Investing in Development: A Practical 
Plan to Achieve the Millennium Development Goals, which was coauthored by 
the coordinators of the UN Millennium Project task forces. 

The task forces have identified the interventions and policy measures 
needed to achieve each of the Goals. In Taking Action: Achieving Gender Equal-
ity and Empowerment of Women, the Task Force on Education and Gender 
Equality underscores the need to place women’s empowerment at the center of 
development plans—an emphasis that is shared by Investing in Development. 
There can be no development, and no lasting peace on the planet, if women 
continue to be relegated to subservient and often dangerous and back-breaking 
roles in society. This report explains why gender equality is vital for achieving 
all of the Millennium Development Goals. Women carry the brunt of poverty. 
They support and care for their families. They sustain life by collecting food, 
fuel, and water. 

It is time for development practice not only to honor those life-sustaining 
roles, but to promote women’s rights, empowerment, and leadership actively 
at the center of economic development. This report shows how to do this in 
practical terms. It argues persuasively for policies and actions to guarantee uni-
versal access to sexual and reproductive health and rights, invest in infrastruc-
ture to reduce women’s time and work burdens, guarantee women’s and girls’ 
property and inheritance rights, reduce gender gaps in employment and wages, 



iv

increase women’s political participation, and combat violence against women. 
Taking Action presents compelling evidence and sound analysis to show that 
these priorities are essential and achievable. 

This report was prepared by a group of leading experts who contributed in 
their personal capacity and generously volunteered their time to this important 
task. I am very grateful for their thorough and skilled efforts, and I am sure 
that the practical options for action in this report will make an important con-
tribution to achieving the Millennium Development Goals. I strongly recom-
mend this remarkable report to all and look forward to the implementation of 
its wise and valuable recommendations. 

Jeffrey D. Sachs
New York

January 17, 2005

Foreword
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Preface

At the Millennium Summit in 2000 the 189 member states of the United 
Nations made a commitment in the Millennium Declaration to achieve eight 
goals, now referred to as the Millennium Development Goals (see Goals on p. 
xvi). Goal 3 is to promote gender equality and empower women. In setting this 
goal, the UN member states recognized the contributions that women make to 
economic development and the costs to societies of the multiple disadvantages 
that women face in nearly every country. 

To accelerate progress toward achievement of the Millennium Develop-
ment Goals, UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan and United Nations Devel-
opment Programme (UNDP) Administrator Mark Malloch Brown launched 
the UN Millennium Project, a three-year effort to identify the best strategies 
for meeting the Millennium Development Goals, including identification of 
priorities, strategies, organizational means, and costs of meeting the Goals. 
The project’s ultimate objective is to help ensure that all developing countries 
meet the Goals. 

Most of the project’s analytical work has been carried out by 10 task forces 
whose members represent the UN system, academia, civil society organiza-
tions, and other private and public sector groups. Membership of the Task 
Force on Education and Gender Equality, which produced this report (and the 
companion report on Goal 2 for primary education), is diverse and includes 
presidents and directors of nongovernmental organizations in India, Nigeria, 
Kenya, the United States, and Zambia; leaders of activist groups in the Domin-
ican Republic and Kenya; academic scholars in Luxembourg, the United King-
dom, and the United States; parliamentary and government officials in Brazil, 
Nigeria, and Uganda; and directors at the UNDP, United Nations Children’s 
Fund, United Nations Development Fund for Women, United Nations Edu-
cational, Scientific and Cultural Organization, Inter-American Development 



xiv Preface

Bank, International Labour Organization, UN Division for the Advancement 
of Women, World Bank, and World Food Programme; and sectoral experts 
from other agencies. 

Because the task force members recognize the importance of giving adequate 
attention to both the gender and education goals, the work was divided into 
those two areas, with members focusing on one or both of the goals, depend-
ing on their backgrounds and interests. The result is two reports—this one on 
gender equality and women’s empowerment, and a companion report on uni-
versal primary education (UN Millennium Project 2005c). Although distinct 
in focus, the reports are complementary in perspective and recommendations. 

The main audience for this report is the United Nations system and donor 
development agencies, policymakers at the national level, and women’s advo-
cacy organizations. 
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Executive summary

How can the global community achieve the goal of gender equality and the 
empowerment of women? This question is the focus of Goal 3 of the Millen-
nium Development Goals endorsed by world leaders at the UN Millennium 
Summit in 2000 and of this report, prepared by the UN Millennium Project 
Task Force on Education and Gender Equality.

The report argues that there are many practical steps that can reduce 
inequalities based on gender, inequalities that constrain the potential to reduce 
poverty and achieve high levels of well-being in societies around the world. 
There are also many positive actions that can be taken to empower women. 
Without leadership and political will, however, the world will fall short of tak-
ing these practical steps—and meeting the goal. Because gender inequality is 
deeply rooted in entrenched attitudes, societal institutions, and market forces, 
political commitment at the highest international and national levels is essen-
tial to institute the policies that can trigger social change and to allocate the 
resources necessary to achieve gender equality and women’s empowerment. 

Many decades of organizing and advocacy by women’s organizations and 
networks across the world have resulted in global recognition of the contribu-
tions that women make to economic development and of the costs to societies 
of persistent inequalities between women and men. The success of those efforts 
is evident in the promises countries have made over the past two decades 
through international forums. The inclusion of gender equality and women’s 
empowerment as the third Millennium Development Goal is a reminder that 
many of those promises have not been kept, while simultaneously offering yet 
another international policy opportunity to implement them. 

The task force perspective
The task force affirms that gender equality and women’s empowerment are cen-
tral to the achievement of all the Millennium Development Goals. Development 
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policies and actions that fail to take gender inequality into account or that fail to 
enable women to be actors in those policies and actions will have limited effec-
tiveness and serious costs to societies. The reverse is also true: the achievement of 
Goal 3 depends on the extent to which each of the other goals addresses gender-
based constraints and issues. 

This task force believes that ultimate success in achieving Goal 3 depends 
both on the extent to which the priorities suggested here are addressed and the 
extent to which the actions taken to achieve the other Goals are designed to 
promote equality of men and women and boys and girls. While this interde-
pendence among the Goals is important, the task force wishes to underscore 
that Goal 3 has intrinsic value in itself. That is why the report focuses on pri-
orities and actions to achieve Goal 3.

Like race and ethnicity, gender is a social construct. It defines and differ-
entiates the roles, rights, responsibilities, and obligations of women and men. 
The innate biological differences between females and males form the basis 
of social norms that define appropriate behaviors for women and men and 
that determine women’s and men’s differential social, economic, and political 
power.

The task force has adopted an operational framework of gender equality 
with three dimensions:

• The capabilities domain, which refers to basic human abilities as mea-
sured by education, health, and nutrition. These capabilities are fun-
damental to individual well-being and are the means through which 
individuals access other forms of well-being. 

• The access to resources and opportunities domain, which refers primarily 
to equality in the opportunity to use or apply basic capabilities through 
access to economic assets (such as land or housing) and resources (such 
as income and employment), as well as political opportunity (such 
as representation in parliaments and other political bodies). Without 
access to resources and opportunities, both political and economic, 
women will be unable to employ their capabilities for their well-being 
and that of their families, communities, and societies.

• The security domain, which is defined to mean reduced vulnerability to 
violence and conflict. Violence and conflict result in physical and psycho-
logical harm and lessen the ability of individuals, households, and com-
munities to fulfill their potential. Violence directed specifically at women 
and girls often aims at keeping them in “their place” through fear. 

These three domains are interrelated. Change in all three is critical to 
achieving Goal 3. The attainment of capabilities increases the likelihood that 
women can access opportunities for employment or participate in political and 
legislative bodies but does not guarantee it. Similarly, access to opportunity 
decreases the likelihood that women will experience violence (although in 
certain circumstances, it may temporarily increase that likelihood). Progress in 
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any one domain to the exclusion of the others will be insufficient to meet the 
goal of gender equality. 

The concept of empowerment is related to gender equality but distinct 
from it. The core of empowerment lies in the ability of a woman to control 
her own destiny (Malhotra, Schuler, and Boender 2002; Kabeer 1999). This 
implies that to be empowered women must not only have equal capabilities 
(such as education and health) and equal access to resources and opportunities 
(such as land and employment), they must also have the agency to use those 
rights, capabilities, resources, and opportunities to make strategic choices and 
decisions (such as are provided through leadership opportunities and participa-
tion in political institutions). And to exercise agency, women must live without 
the fear of coercion and violence.

The seven strategic priorities
To ensure that Goal 3 is met by 2015, the task force has identified seven stra-
tegic priorities. These seven interdependent priorities are the minimum neces-
sary to empower women and alter the historical legacy of female disadvantage 
that remains in most societies of the world: 

1. Strengthen opportunities for postprimary education for girls while 
simultaneously meeting commitments to universal primary education.

2. Guarantee sexual and reproductive health and rights.
3. Invest in infrastructure to reduce women’s and girls’ time burdens. 
4. Guarantee women’s and girls’ property and inheritance rights.
5. Eliminate gender inequality in employment by decreasing women’s reli-

ance on informal employment, closing gender gaps in earnings, and 
reducing occupational segregation.

6. Increase women’s share of seats in national parliaments and local gov-
ernmental bodies.

7. Combat violence against girls and women.
These seven priorities are a subset of the priorities outlined in previous 

international agreements, including the Cairo Programme of Action and the 
Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action. The recommendations made in 
these international agreements remain important for achieving gender equality 
and women’s empowerment, but the task force sees the seven priorities as areas 
needing immediate action if Goal 3 is to be met by 2015. Although empower-
ment and equality should be enjoyed by all women and men, the task force 
believes that action on the seven priorities is particularly important for three 
subpopulations of women:

• Poor women in the poorest countries and in countries that have achieved 
increases in national income, but where poverty remains significant. 

• Adolescents, who constitute two-thirds of the population in the poorest 
countries and the largest cohort of adolescents in the world’s history.

• Women and girls in conflict and postconflict settings.
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A focus on poor women is justified for several reasons. Gender inequalities 
exist among the rich and the poor, but they tend to be greater among the poor, 
especially for inequalities in capabilities and opportunities. Moreover, the well-
being and survival of poor households depend on the productive and reproduc-
tive contributions of their female members. Also, an increasing number of poor 
households are headed or maintained by women. A focus on poor women is 
therefore central to reducing poverty. 

Investing in the health, education, safety, and economic well-being of 
adolescents, especially adolescent girls, must also be a priority. Adolescence 
is a formative period between childhood and adulthood. It is a time when 
interventions can dramatically alter subsequent life outcomes. Additionally, 
the sheer size of the current adolescent cohort in poor countries means that 
interventions to improve their lives will affect national outcomes. The task 
force has given priority to the needs of adolescent girls because in most coun-
tries they experience greater social, economic, and health disadvantages than 
boys do. Therefore, investments to help girls complete good quality secondary 
schooling, support their transition from education to work, develop healthy 
sexuality, and guarantee their physical safety are urgently needed and can 
simultaneously accelerate progress toward several of the Millennium Develop-
ment Goals.

Responding to these strategic priorities is particularly urgent for women 
in conflict and postconflict situations. Situations of conflict have dispropor-
tionate impacts on women and children, who are typically the majority of 
displaced persons in refugee camps and conflict zones. Postconflict periods 
present a window of opportunity for reducing gender barriers and creating a 
gender-equitable society, which is more likely to occur if the reconstruction 
process fosters the full participation of women. 

Strategic priority 1: strengthen opportunities for postprimary education 
for girls while simultaneously meeting commitments to universal 
primary education
Gender parity in access to schooling is the first step toward gender equality 
in education. However, the world is still far from achieving gender parity in 
enrollment and completion rates, particularly at the secondary school level. 
A review of trends shows that gender parity ratios remain below 0.90 in Sub-
Saharan African and South Asia even though girls’ primary school enrollment 
rates rose steadily over the 1990s and are now relatively high. While the trends 
at the primary level are positive, a number of countries are likely to miss both 
the 2005 and 2015 Millennium Development Targets. Projections are for 19 of 
133 countries to have girls’ to boys’ primary enrollment ratios in the 0.70–0.89 
range in 2005 and for 21 countries to have ratios below 0.9 in 2015. Twelve 
countries in this second group are in Sub-Saharan Africa, which should be 
viewed as a “priority” region for interventions. 
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The picture is less hopeful if primary school completion is used as the 
indicator. In 1990 boys completed primary school at a higher rate than girls 
in all regions of the world except Latin America and the Caribbean. In South 
Asia the difference was almost 14 percentage points in favor of boys, while in 
the Middle East and North Africa and Europe and Central Asia, boys’ comple-
tion rates were about 11 percentage points ahead of girls’. Despite these gender 
gaps, there have been improvements in girls completion in all regions since 
1990, and narrowing of the gender gap has been due mostly to increases in 
girls’ completion rates. 

Less encouraging is progress at the secondary school level. Across the world 
there is greater variation in enrollment rates at the secondary than at the pri-
mary level. Once again, South Asia and Sub-Saharan Africa fare poorly, with 
gender parity ratios below 0.90. East Asia and the Pacific, Europe and Central 
Asia, and the Middle East and North Africa have a gender parity ratio above 
0.90. Latin America and the Caribbean and developed countries have reverse 
gender gaps (girls’ to boys’ enrollment ratios higher than 1). 

A closer look at the numbers, however, shows that girls’ enrollment rates 
are still low in most regions. Although 78 of 149 countries for which there are 
data have girls’ to boys’ secondary enrollment ratios of 1.0 or greater in 2000, 
only 33 of the 78 countries have female enrollment rates above 90 percent. In 
South Asia the female secondary enrollment rate is 47.1 percent and in Sub 
Saharan Africa it is only 29.7 percent.

Country projections for gender parity in secondary education show that 24 of 
118 countries are expected to have gender parity ratios below 0.90 in 2005. That 
number rises to 27 in 2015. These results suggest that achieving gender parity at 
high levels of enrollment will take concerted national and international action.

Global commitments to girls’ education have focused in the main on 
primary education. While this focus must continue, and international com-
mitments to universal primary education must be met, the task force notes 
that the achievement of Goal 3 requires strengthening postprimary education 
opportunities for girls. This focus is justified for several reasons. 

First, the 2005 target for Goal 3 will be missed for both primary and 
secondary education but by a larger number of countries for secondary educa-
tion. Second, evidence suggests that among all levels of education, secondary 
and higher levels of education have the greatest payoff for women’s empower-
ment. These empowering effects are manifested in a variety of ways, includ-
ing increased income-earning potential, ability to bargain for resources within 
the household, decisionmaking autonomy, control over their own fertility, 
and participation in public life. Third, focusing on secondary education can 
strengthen the pipeline that channels students through the education system 
and give parents an incentive to send their children to primary school. Pri-
mary, secondary, and tertiary education are not separate components but are 
an integral part of an education system. 
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For all these reasons the task force believes that achieving Goal 3 requires 
strengthening postprimary education opportunities for girls and that this can 
be achieved without wavering from the global commitments to universal pri-
mary education. 

A number of interventions that have proven effective for increasing girls’ 
participation in primary school may also apply to postprimary education. 
These include making schooling more affordable by reducing costs and offer-
ing targeted scholarships, building secondary schools close to girls’ homes, and 
making schools girl-friendly. Additionally, the content, quality, and relevance 
of education must be improved through curriculum reform, teacher training, 
and other actions. Education must serve as the vehicle for transforming atti-
tudes, beliefs, and entrenched social norms that perpetuate discrimination and 
inequality. All interventions taken to promote gender equality in education 
must, therefore, be transformational in nature.

Strategic priority 2: guarantee sexual and reproductive health and rights
Goal 3 cannot be achieved without the guarantee of sexual and reproductive 
health and rights for girls and women. A large body of evidence shows that 
sexual and reproductive health and rights are central to women’s ability to 
build their capabilities, take advantage of economic and political opportuni-
ties, and control their destinies. Conversely, gender inequality that restricts 
women’s access to economic resources compromises their sexual and repro-
ductive autonomy. For this reason, the task force has identified guaranteeing 
sexual and reproductive health and rights as a strategic priority for achieving 
gender equality and empowering women. 

Maternal mortality rates are high, particularly in developing countries where 
women’s chances of dying from pregnancy-related complications are almost 50 
times greater than in developed countries. Women’s unmet need for contracep-
tion is also high. One-fifth of married women in the Middle East and North 
Africa and one-quarter of married women in Sub-Saharan Africa are unable to 
access the contraception they need. Iron-deficiency anemia is also widespread, 
affecting 50–70 percent of pregnant women in developing countries. Severe 
anemia has been shown to be associated with postpartum hemorrhage and is 
thought to be an underlying factor in maternal mortality. Women are also more 
vulnerable than men to sexually transmitted infections, particularly HIV/AIDS. 
Today, almost 50 percent of the HIV-infected adults worldwide are women, and 
in Sub-Saharan Africa, that proportion is 57 percent.

Adolescent girls are particularly vulnerable to a range of sexual and repro-
ductive health problems. In Sub-Saharan Africa about 75 percent of those ages 
15–24 who are infected with HIV are women. Many sexually active adolescents 
do not use contraception. Of the roughly 260 million women ages 15–19 world-
wide, both married and unmarried, about 11 percent (29 million) are sexually 
active and do not want to become pregnant but are not using a modern method 
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of birth control. Underdeveloped physiology, combined with a lack of power, 
information, and access to services, means that young women experience much 
higher levels of maternal illness and death than do women who bear children 
when they are older. Their limited negotiating power exposes them to greater 
risk of sexually transmitted infection, especially in the common instance of 
having partners who are much older and more sexually experienced.

According to the World Health Organization’s 2001 estimates, sexual and 
reproductive health problems account for 18 percent of the global burden of dis-
ease and 32 percent of the burden among women ages 15–44. By comparison, 
neuropsychiatric conditions account for 13 percent of all disability adjusted 
life years lost, respiratory illnesses for 11 percent, and cardiovascular diseases 
for 10 percent. Moreover, investing in reproductive and sexual health services 
is cost effective. An early study in Mexico found that every peso the Mexican 
social security system spent on family planning services during 1972–1984 
saved nine pesos for treating complications of unsafe abortion and provid-
ing maternal and infant care. Beyond such savings, reproductive and sexual 
health services deliver other medical, social, and economic benefits, including 
prevention of illness and death, improvements in women’s social position, and 
increases in macroeconomic investment and growth.

Interventions to improve sexual and reproductive health and rights must 
therefore be a priority and should occur both within and outside the health 
system. At a minimum, national public health systems must provide quality 
family planning services, emergency obstetric care, safe abortion (where legal), 
postabortion care, prevention and treatment of sexually transmitted infec-
tions (including HIV), and interventions to reduce malnutrition and anemia. 
Outside the health system sexuality education programs are needed to lay the 
foundation for improved sexual and reproductive health outcomes. Ultimately, 
these interventions must be supported by an enabling policy and political envi-
ronment that guarantees women’s and girls’ sexual and reproductive rights. 

Strategic priority 3: invest in infrastructure to reduce women’s and girls’ 
time burdens
Women’s and girls’ ability to participate in educational, productive, and civic 
activities and thus to empower themselves economically and politically is often 
limited by a household division of labor that assigns to women and girls the 
bulk of the responsibility for everyday household maintenance tasks. For poor 
women and girls this responsibility is made more onerous by the underinvest-
ment in public infrastructure that characterizes most low-income countries. 
Three types of infrastructure are particularly critical to reduce women’s time 
burden: transport, water and sanitation, and energy.

In most rural communities around the world women are the primary col-
lectors of fuel wood and water. One study comparing women’s time use in 
Sub-Saharan Africa found that women spent more than 800 hours a year in 
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Zambia and about 300 hours a year in Ghana and Tanzania collecting fuel-
wood. Studies in various countries show that women also spend long hours in 
water collection and management. Women’s time burdens are exacerbated by 
inadequate transport systems. For instance, 87 percent of trips in rural Africa 
take place on foot, and women account for more than 65 percent of the house-
hold time and effort spent on transport (Malmberg Calvo 1996).

The time spent by women and girls on routine tasks can be reduced dra-
matically by the provision of accessible and affordable sources of transport 
systems, energy, and water and sanitation systems. Feeder and main roads 
can greatly expand women’s opportunities, especially when combined with 
accessible and affordable modes of transportation. They can increase women’s 
chances of finding employment or training, boosting sales of goods outside the 
village, thereby increasing income, expanding their social networks, accessing 
health care, and approaching town and district government headquarters to 
seek redress for their problems. The probability that girls will attend school 
also increases. To increase the likelihood that these benefits will accrue to 
women and girls, the design of transport projects must also address safety and 
security needs. Providing adequate street lighting and ensuring that the loca-
tion of bus stops and terminals are not remote or secluded are examples of ways 
to address these needs.

Improving women’s access to alternative sources of energy other than tra-
ditional biofuels can reduce women’s time burdens, their exposure to indoor 
air pollution, and the risks of other health problems. Cooking fuels such as 
kerosene and LPG are recognized as good substitutes for traditional biofuels 
because of their higher thermal efficiency and relative lack of pollutants. Other 
interventions that can bring about the same benefits include the promotion of 
improved cook-stoves. 

Rural electrification is probably the most desirable alternative to biofuels. 
However, the high cost and limited availability of electricity in developing 
countries restricts its use by households for some tasks, including cooking. One 
option is to strengthen transitional, low-cost solutions that the poor are already 
using. An example is diesel-powered mini-grids for charging batteries that can 
be carried to households. Another example is a multifunctional platform pow-
ered by a diesel engine for low-cost rural motive power. Such an intervention, 
implemented in Mali, has been particularly successful in reducing women’s 
time and effort burdens. 

Even when infrastructure is made available, access for poor women and 
men may be constrained by other factors such as cost. With respect to alterna-
tive sources of energy such as LPG and kerosene, a combination of interven-
tions can assist in lowering transport and distribution costs: improved road 
and port infrastructure, improved handling and storage facilities at ports, 
bulk purchases of fuels, and impetus from the government through regulatory 
reform. Giving the poor direct subsidies or lease/finance mechanisms to cover 

The time spent 

by women 

and girls on 

routine tasks 

can be reduced 

dramatically by 

the provision 

of accessible 

and affordable 

transport, 

energy, and 

water and 

sanitation 



9Executive summary

the upfront costs of these fuel sources (such as the cost of an LPG stove or 
cylinder) will also reduce costs. 

Increasing women’s participation in the design and implementation of 
infrastructure projects can help to overcome obstacles to access and afford-
ability. This is best illustrated in the sanitation and water sector, where women 
play key roles as users and managers. As primary collectors of water, women 
have key information about such issues as seasonal availability from various 
sources, water quality, and individual and communal rights to those sources. 
If incorporated in project design, this information could also improve proj-
ect outcomes. There is strong evidence from community water and sanitation 
projects that projects designed and run with the full participation of women 
are more sustainable and effective than those that ignore women.

Adapting modern science and technology to meet the infrastructure needs 
of poor people in a way that builds on the knowledge and experience of women 
and is accessible and affordable to all is therefore a development priority.

Strategic priority 4: guarantee women’s and girls’ property and 
inheritance rights
Ownership and control over assets such as land and housing provide eco-
nomic security, incentives for taking economic risks that lead to growth, and 
important economic returns, including income. Yet, women in many countries 
around the globe are far less likely than men to own or control these important 
assets. Ensuring female property and inheritance rights would help empower 
women both economically and socially and rectify a fundamental injustice. 
Rectifying this injustice will also have other positive outcomes because wom-
en’s lack of property has been increasingly linked to development-related prob-
lems, including poverty, HIV/AIDS, and violence. 

Secure tenure to land and home improves women’s welfare. Land and 
home ownership confer such direct benefits as use of crops and rights to the 
proceeds thereof and having a secure place to live. Indirect advantages include 
the ability to use land or houses as collateral for credit or as mortgageable assets 
during a crisis. 

Beyond the direct economic impact, assets in the hands of women have 
other welfare impacts. Land ownership can act as a protective factor for women 
against domestic violence. Research in Kerala, India, found that 49 percent of 
women with no property reported physical violence, whereas only 7 percent of 
women with property reported physical violence, controlling for a wide range 
of factors. Some studies found that in societies where husbands control most 
household resources, as in Bangladesh, expenditures on children’s clothing and 
education were higher and the rate of illness among girls was lower in house-
holds where women owned assets than in households where women did not. 

In addition to welfare gains, gender-equal land rights can enhance produc-
tive efficiency. Land title can serve as collateral, improving women’s access to 
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credit, which in turn can increase output. This can be especially crucial in 
situations where women are the principal farmers, such as where male outmi-
gration is high, where widows (or wives) cultivate separate plots owned by oth-
ers, or where women farm independently of men, as in much of Sub-Saharan 
Africa. 

Relatively little data exist on the magnitude of gender asset gaps within 
and across countries, but these gaps are thought to be substantial. Deere and 
Leon (2003) compiled a rough approximation of the distribution of land by sex 
in five Latin American countries and found that land ownership is extremely 
unequal, with women representing one-third or less of landowners in the five 
countries. There are similar gender disparities in rights to land in Sub-Saharan 
Africa, South Asia, and Central Asia.

There are myriad channels through which men and women may acquire 
land: inheritance, purchase in the market, or transfers from the state through 
land reform programs, resettlement schemes for those displaced by large dams 
and other projects, or antipoverty programs. The literature shows that each 
channel has a gender bias: male preference in inheritance, male privilege in 
marriage, gender inequality in the land market, and male bias in state pro-
grams of land distribution.

Since 1995 there has been growing awareness and policy attention to wom-
en’s property and inheritance rights drawing on evolving human rights-based 
frameworks. There is no one global blueprint for increasing women’s access to 
and control over land; rather, approaches and interventions must be context-
specific. Nonetheless, several types of changes are necessary within countries 
to ensure women’s property rights: amending and harmonizing statutory and 
customary laws, promoting legal literacy, supporting women’s organizations 
that can help women make land claims, and recording women’s share of land or 
property. These reforms need to be implemented in tandem to have maximum 
impact. In areas that are moving toward formal land registration systems, joint 
titling can enhance women’s access to land. It can help guard against capri-
cious decisionmaking by a spouse; protect against the dispossession of women 
due to abandonment, separation, or divorce; and increase women’s bargaining 
power in household and farm decisionmaking. Joint titling can be mandatory 
or voluntary for legally married couples, although mandatory joint titling pro-
vides the most secure land rights for women. 

International efforts to improve women’s property rights have gained 
momentum in recent years. The Convention on the Elimination of All Forms 
of Discrimination against Women has focused on equality in property as one 
of its important directives. The United Nations Conference on Human Settle-
ments (UN-HABITAT) focuses centrally on women and land. A number of 
international nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) and UN agencies are 
working to enhance women’s access to land and property; these efforts deserve 
greater support.
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Strategic priority 5: eliminate gender inequality in employment 
Women’s work, both paid and unpaid, is critical to the survival and security 
of poor households and an important route through which households escape 
poverty. Moreover, paid employment is critical to women’s empowerment. In 
settings where women’s mobility is restricted, increased employment oppor-
tunities can improve women’s mobility and enable women to seek and access 
reproductive health care. It can also expose them to new ideas and knowledge 
and broaden the community with which they engage. 

In the 1980s and 1990s women’s overall economic activity rates increased 
everywhere, except in Sub-Saharan Africa, parts of Europe and Central Asia, and 
Oceania. Yet, despite these increasing economic activity rates, women’s status in 
the labor market remains significantly inferior to that of men’s worldwide. 

Gender inequalities exist in entry to work, conditions at work, and in exit 
from the labor market. Early marriage, early childbearing, and low education 
constitute barriers to women’s and girls’ labor market entry. These barriers are 
beginning to crumble with the creation of new employment opportunities in 
many countries and as women’s education levels rise. To further reduce barriers 
to entering employment, important strategies are increasing women’s access to 
postprimary and vocational and technical education and improving the qual-
ity of education. Of particular importance for adolescent girls’ participation 
and achievement in postprimary education is their enrollment and achieve-
ment in math, science, and other technical courses. 

One barrier to entry that has remained the most resistant to change is 
women’s responsibility for providing care for children, the elderly, and the sick. 
Studies from around the world indicate that the presence of young children 
and a lack of childcare options constrain women’s entry into paid employment 
and their job opportunities. Increased migration, the breakdown of extended 
families, and changing social arrangements in some parts of the world have 
made extended families a less reliable source of childcare than formerly, which 
necessitates other types of care services. 

Expansion of national policies and programs to provide support for care—
of children, people with disabilities, and the elderly—is an important interven-
tion to enable women to participate in paid employment. The governments of 
most industrialized countries accept some public responsibility for sharing the 
cost of rearing their nations’ children, and many governments have developed 
comprehensive family policies. Recognizing the value of early education, espe-
cially targeted to poor children, governments in many developing countries, 
including China and India, also support childcare and early education services. 
Yet, no single country provides the investment in care services that is required 
to fully meet the needs of women and their children. Filling this gap is essen-
tial for meeting Goal 3.

With regard to the conditions at work, women’s status in the labor market 
is inferior to men’s in most countries of the world, according to key indicators 
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such as occupational distribution, earnings, the nature and terms of employ-
ment, and unemployment. In the labor force women and men typically per-
form different tasks and are located in different industries and occupational 
sectors. Occupational segregation by sex is extensive in both developed and 
developing countries. Approximately half of all workers in the world are in 
occupations where at least 80 percent of workers are of the same sex. In many 
countries, occupational segregation is significantly higher for the least edu-
cated workers than for those with higher education. 

Gender gaps in earnings are among the most persistent forms of inequal-
ity in the labor market. In all countries men earn more than women, and this 
is true across different groups of workers (agricultural, services) and different 
types of earnings (monthly, hourly, salaried). 

Employment—both formal and informal—has become increasingly flex-
ible in the past two decades with globalization. Numerous studies show wom-
en’s increased participation in temporary, casual, contract, and part-time labor 
in manufacturing. Although men are also affected by these trends, the percent-
age of women in “flexible” jobs greatly exceeds that of men. 

Gender differences are also apparent in unemployment, with women more 
likely to be unemployed than men in recent years. Studies from the Carib-
bean economies and transition economies show that women have experienced 
declines in access to jobs relative to men.

To improve the nature and conditions of work, employment-enhancing 
economic growth is a prerequisite for low-income countries, coupled with 
social policy that eliminates discriminatory employment barriers. For poor 
women, especially those in rural areas, public employment guarantee schemes 
can be an important intervention for providing work and increasing income, 
although evaluations of country programs reveal a mixed track record. Public 
employment guarantee schemes can also be gender-biased. In many programs, 
women earn less than men, partly because they are excluded from higher wage 
and physically difficult tasks. Women are also more susceptible to cheating and 
exploitation. 

For countries with large informal economies, one of the highest priorities 
to improve the conditions of work is social protection for workers in that sec-
tor. Social protection and safety net programs all too often exclude women by 
failing to account for gender differences in labor market participation, access 
to information, unpaid care responsibilities, and property rights. When pro-
grams do not account for these gender differences, women are more vulnerable 
to poverty and the risks associated with economic and other shocks to house-
hold livelihoods. 

Another avenue for increasing income for poor women is through micro-
enterprise development. Microfinance programs have been a popular economic 
strategy over the past two decades to assist poor and landless women to enter 
self-employment or start their own business. In order to have greater impact, 
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however, microfinance programs need to be coupled with other types of prod-
ucts and services, including training, technology transfer, business develop-
ment services, and marketing assistance, among others. More attention also 
needs to be given to innovative savings and insurance instruments for low-
income women.

In both developed and developing countries, a common intervention to 
improve pay and working conditions is the passage and implementation of 
equal opportunity or antidiscrimination legislation. This includes family leave 
policies, equal pay and equal opportunity laws and policies, and legislation 
guaranteeing rights at work. Empirical evidence of the impact of each of these 
on women’s employment and on relative wages comes mostly from industrial 
countries and suggests that there have been some improvements, but these are 
conditional on the degree of enforcement and other factors. 

In light of current demographic trends, female vulnerability in old age 
has gained increasing importance. Women live longer than men and in most 
regions are more likely to spend time as widows, when they are more vulnerable 
to poverty than men. Because pension entitlements are predominantly through 
work, women’s responsibilities for unpaid care work, as well as their predomi-
nance in informal employment and seasonal and part-time jobs, restrict their 
access to the private pension-covered sector. In many countries, jobs in the 
public sector have historically been a major source of pensions; as the public 
sector has contracted (due to structural adjustment, privatization, and cuts in 
government spending), women have lost pension coverage. 

Many countries, especially in Latin America and in Eastern and Central 
Europe, are reforming their pension and social security programs. Gender 
equality has not been a high priority in these reform efforts. To protect retired 
women, it is important that the design of old age security systems take account 
of gender differences in earnings, labor force experience, and longevity. The 
specifics of pension reform vary across countries, and there are too few studies 
to draw clear conclusions about the effect of different types of pension pro-
grams on women. Nonetheless, it is clear that programs that have a redistribu-
tive component and that require fewer years of contributions are better able to 
protect women in old age. 

While opportunities for paid employment for women have increased in 
countries around the world, the nature, terms, and quality of women’s employ-
ment have not improved commensurately. Having access to paid work is criti-
cal to family survival, but it is not sufficient for reducing poverty or empower-
ing women. Decent, productive work for all should be the goal. 

At the international level, a framework exists for promoting equal access to 
and treatment in employment—the International Labour Organization (ILO) 
Decent Work Initiative. This initiative has four interrelated objectives: foster-
ing rights at work and providing employment, social protection, and social dia-
logue. The primary goal is “to promote opportunities for women and men to 
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obtain decent and productive work, in conditions of freedom, equity, security, 
and human dignity.” The gender sensitivity of the decent work framework, 
and the sex-disaggregated indicators it proposes for monitoring country per-
formance, make it suitable for tracking a country’s progress toward eliminating 
gender inequalities in labor markets. The task force recommends that the ILO 
be given the resources and authority to take the leadership in providing data 
and monitoring progress for this initiative.

Strategic priority 6: increase women’s share of seats in national 
parliaments and local governmental bodies
Increasing women’s representation in political office is now a widely held 
development goal and one of the four Millennium Development Indicators 
for tracking progress toward Goal 3. Indeed, the Beijing Platform for Action 
recommended that governments set a target of 30 percent of seats for women 
in national parliaments. 

There are three reasons why the task force has selected political participa-
tion as a strategic priority. Countries where women’s share of seats in politi-
cal bodies is less than 30 percent are less inclusive, less egalitarian, and less 
democratic. Equality of opportunity in politics is a human right. Evidence also 
suggests that women’s interests often differ from men’s and that women who 
participate directly in decisionmaking bodies press for different priorities than 
those emphasized by men. Finally, women’s participation in political decision-
making bodies improves the quality of governance. 

Yet, around the world women are largely absent from decisionmaking bod-
ies. Only 14 countries have met the proposed target of 30 percent of seats held 
by women. In another 27 countries women held 20–29 percent of seats in 
2004. Despite these low levels, women have made notable progress in political 
life since 1990. Of the 129 countries that have longitudinal data, in 96 women 
have increased their share of seats in parliament while in 29 countries women’s 
representation declined over the decade and in 4 it remained unchanged. 

Gender quotas and reservations are an effective policy tool to increase 
women’s representation in political bodies. Experience suggests four lessons 
about the conditions under which quotas effectively enhance women’s voice in 
political bodies. The first lesson is that the impact of quotas varies significantly 
according to a country’s electoral system. Quotas work best in closed-list, pro-
portional representation systems with placement mandates and with large elec-
toral districts (that is, where many candidates are elected from each electoral 
conscription, and parties can expect several candidates running in the district 
to gain a seat). Second, placement mandates are critical to the success of quo-
tas in closed-list proportional representation electoral systems. Because candi-
dates are elected from party lists according to the order in which they appear, 
placement on the list affects the chances of being elected. Placement mandates 
require parties to place women in high positions on party lists. Without these 
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mandates, political parties tend to comply with quotas in the most “minimal-
ist” manner permitted by law, that is, with the lowest possible places on the 
list. Third, quota laws must be specific and stipulate details of implementation. 
When quota laws are vague, they leave considerable discretion to political par-
ties to apply—or fail to apply—quotas as they see fit. Finally, for quota laws 
to be effective, parties must face sanctions for noncompliance. The strongest 
sanction is to have a party’s list of candidates declared invalid and to forbid the 
party from contesting the election. These sanctions require that judges be will-
ing and able to monitor party compliance and that groups be willing and able 
to challenge noncompliant lists in court. 

Even without quotas and reservations, countries have several ways to cata-
lyze women’s political representation. A country’s political culture plays an 
important role in affecting women’s political participation. A recent cross-
country study of women’s presence in parliaments in 190 countries found that 
governments that make the provision of welfare (or “care work” for children, 
the sick, and the elderly) an “affirmative duty of the state” tend to elect around 
5 percent more women to national legislatures than countries without these 
policies (holding all other factors constant). The same study found an interac-
tive effect between constitutionalized care-work policies, policies upholding 
democratic civil rights, and women’s political representation. Countries with 
both sets of policies could be expected to have 7 percent more women in their 
national legislatures than other countries. The presence of a strong women’s 
political movement can also make a difference in increasing women’s politi-
cal representation. Women’s organizations can mobilize a political constitu-
ency and pressure governments to implement specific measures to ensure that 
women are well represented in political parties and national decisionmaking 
bodies.

Strategic priority 7: combat violence against girls and women
Violence against women has serious health and development impacts and is a 
gross violation of women’s rights. Its continued existence is thus fundamentally 
inconsistent with Goal 3. However, violence against women is prevalent in epi-
demic proportions in many countries around the world. This report focuses on 
two important types of violence: intimate partner violence and sexual violence 
or abuse by nonrelatives or strangers within the wider community.

Violence against women has many health consequences. Worldwide, it is 
estimated that violence against women is as serious a cause of death and inca-
pacity among reproductive-age women as is cancer, and it is a more common 
cause of ill-health among women than traffic accidents and malaria combined. 
Physical and sexual abuse lie behind unwanted pregnancies, sexually transmit-
ted infections, including HIV/AIDS, and complications of pregnancy. Studies 
around the world have found that one woman in four is physically or sexually 
abused during pregnancy. Some studies indicate that women battered during 
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pregnancy run twice the risk of miscarriage and four times the risk of having 
a low birthweight baby as women who are not battered. Violence may also be 
linked to a sizable portion of maternal deaths.

In the past decade evidence has shown that violence against women is an 
important development constraint. National governments, women’s organiza-
tions, and the United Nations now recognize violence against women as a basic 
human rights abuse; atrocities such as rape committed against women during 
armed conflict are acknowledged as a “weapon of war” and a gender-based 
crime; and social violence in the home is correlated with economic crime out-
side the home, as well as with political and institutional violence at the local 
and national levels.

Accurate statistical data on the prevalence of gender-based violence are 
difficult to come by because of underreporting by victims and underrecording 
by the police. Few national statistical bodies collect data on the topic, and few 
of the available studies yield information that is comparable across countries 
or regions. Where population-based surveys are available, they typically find 
that violence against women cuts across socioeconomic, religious, and ethnic 
groups and across geographical areas. Evidence from diverse contexts reveals 
that women living in poverty are often especially vulnerable to gender-based 
violence, as are adolescent girls. Women are at risk of violence when carry-
ing out essential daily activities—walking or taking public transport to work, 
collecting water or firewood—especially when these activities are undertaken 
early in the morning or late at night. 

Although no single intervention will eliminate violence against women, a 
combination of infrastructure, legal, judicial, enforcement, education, health, 
and other service-related actions can significantly reduce such violence and 
ameliorate its negative consequences. Throughout the 1990s countries around 
the world adopted new legislation on intimate partner violence and reformed 
laws on rape. To date, 45 nations (28 in Latin America and the Caribbean) have 
adopted legislation against domestic violence, 21 more are drafting new laws, 
and many countries have amended criminal assault laws to include domestic 
violence. 

The health system is often the first entry point for victims of abuse. 
Most female victims of partner or sexual violence visit healthcare service 
providers but often resist contact with the police or other services. A range 
of interventions can be identified in the health sector to provide victim sup-
port and to deter additional violence. Education provides another important 
entry point for combating or preventing gender-based violence. Educational 
interventions include both school-based programs and broader communica-
tions campaigns aimed at raising community awareness about the damag-
ing effects of violence. Communications media such as pamphlets, radio, 
television, and theater serve to educate and promote change, as they can 
reach large audiences. Because violence often occurs in unsafe public spaces, 
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interventions to improve public infrastructure can contribute to reducing 
violence against women. 

Although international agencies and the global community have rallied 
to address other epidemics (such as HIV and tuberculosis), they have not 
responded in the same way to the epidemic of violence against women. For 
instance, while the UN General Assembly resolution 50/166 established the 
Trust Fund to End Violence against Women at the United Nations Develop-
ment Fund for Women, country needs and requests far outstrip the fund’s 
current resources. The task force seeks to complement national, regional, and 
global efforts by calling for a global campaign to end violence against women, 
spearheaded by the UN secretary-general and endorsed by the General Assem-
bly. The goal of the global campaign would be to mobilize leadership at all 
levels—local, national, and international—to generate action to make violence 
against women unacceptable.

Data and indicators
The task force suggests several indicators for monitoring progress on the seven 
strategic priorities at both the country and international levels. These indica-
tors are intended to supplement, or in some cases substitute for, the indicators 
chosen by the UN expert group to assess progress during 1990–2015, when the 
Millennium Development Targets are expected to be met. 

Although the task force has not recommended the adoption of new inter-
national or country-level targets for the seven strategic priorities, countries may 
wish to set their own quantifiable, time-bound targets for establishing progress 
on each of the seven strategic priorities. Examples of such targets to be achieved 
by the year 2015 are, for strategic priority 2, “universal access to sexual and 
reproductive health services through the primary health care system, ensur-
ing the same rate of progress or faster among the poor and other marginalized 
groups,” and for strategic priority 6, “a 30 percent share of seats for women in 
national parliaments.”

Millennium Development Goal 3 includes four indicators for tracking 
progress:

• The ratio of girls to boys enrolled in primary and secondary education.
• The ratio of literate females to males among 15- to 24-year-olds.
• The share of women in wage employment in the nonagricultural sector.
• The proportion of seats held by women in national parliaments.
The indicators proposed for tracking Goal 3 are insufficient to track all seven 

strategic priorities and suffer from several technical shortcomings. To address 
these limitations, the task force suggests 12 indicators for countries and interna-
tional organizations to use in monitoring the progress toward Goal 3 (box 1). 

None of these indicators measure the quality of equality, the process that 
brings it about, or the nature of the outcomes. Achieving numerical balance—
parity—is clearly important in a world where even this goal has yet to be 
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attained. However necessary, parity by itself is not a sufficient condition for 
achieving the greater goal of gender equality. Unless indicators are also devel-
oped for measuring the quality of change, we run the risk of placing too much 
weight on mere parity of outcomes as opposed to the quality of these outcomes 
and the way in which they are achieved.

Work to prepare several of the indicators proposed by the task force on 
gender equality and women’s empowerment is well under way. Improving 
countries’ capacity to enhance the coverage, quality, and frequency of collec-
tion of sex-disaggregated data remains a priority, however. Country statisti-
cal agencies need an infusion of resources to strengthen their capacity and 
efforts to do all that is necessary to collect and prepare sex-disaggregated data. 
Work at the country level also requires technical support from key interna-
tional statistical agencies to develop methodological guidelines and undertake 
new data collection efforts. Concurrently, substantial funding is required to 
coordinate these activities within the appropriate international and regional 
organizations. 

At the international level, the task force recognizes the importance of a 
focal point in the UN statistical system to bring together the various gender 
indicators and recommends the continuation of the Women’s Indicators and 
Statistics Database (WISTAT) series, which served this purpose. The Trends 
in the World’s Women, which was based on WISTAT, should also continue to 
be published on a quinquennial basis.

Box 1
Proposed 

indicators for 
tracking progress 

on strategic 
priorities for 

Goal 3

Education

• The ratio of female to male gross enrollment rates in primary, secondary, and ter-

tiary education.

• The ratio of female to male completion rates in primary, secondary, and tertiary 

education.

Sexual and reproductive health and rights

• Proportion of contraceptive demand satisfied.

• Adolescent fertility rate.

Infrastructure

• Hours per day (or year) women and men spend fetching water and collecting fuel.

Property rights

• Land ownership by male, female, or jointly held.

• Housing title, disaggregated by male, female, or jointly held.

Employment

• Share of women in employment, both wage and self-employment, by type.

• Gender gaps in earnings in wage and self-employment.

Participation in national parliaments and local government bodies

• Percentage of seats held by women in national parliament.

• Percentage of seats held by women in local government bodies.

Violence against women

• Prevalence of domestic violence.
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The financial costs
As the above discussion demonstrates, eliminating gender inequality is a mul-
tidimensional and a multisectoral effort. For this reason, the financial costs of 
these efforts are difficult to calculate. An accurate cost analysis is the first step 
in efforts to mobilize the financial resources needed to implement the various 
interventions and policy measures that have been proposed. 

In collaboration with the UN Millennium Project Secretariat, the Task 
Force on Education and Gender Equality adapted the general needs assess-
ment methodology developed by the UN Millennium Project for estimating 
the financing requirements of the gender-related interventions. There are sev-
eral caveats concerning this methodology. First, the needs assessment com-
prises only some of the actions and strategies necessary to meet the goal of 
gender equality. Adequate resources alone will not achieve gender equality. 
Second, a gender needs assessment is possible only at the country level and 
meaningful only as part of a Goals-based national poverty reduction strategy 
in which all stakeholders participate. The estimated costs that such assessment 
yield depend on the interventions to be included, and these need to be locally 
identified based on nationally determined targets. Third, gender needs assess-
ments should be carried out in conjunction with similar exercises in such other 
Goals-related areas as education, health, transport and energy infrastructure, 
water and sanitation, agriculture, nutrition, urban development, and environ-
ment. This simultaneous estimation of needs is important to ensure that the 
total resources capture all gender-related interventions and strategies. 

The UN Millennium Project approach to assessing the needs for gender-
related interventions follows two tracks. The first track covers gender interven-
tions to meet all other Millennium Development Goals affecting gender equal-
ity and empowerment of women, and the second track covers the additional 
specific interventions to meet Goal 3. 

The first track includes gender-specific interventions in agriculture, edu-
cation, health, nutrition, rural development, urban development, water and 
sanitation, environment, trade, and science and technology. In each area there 
are interventions that empower women and reduce gender inequality. Three of 
the seven strategic priorities have been partially included in the needs assess-
ment for specific sectors: postprimary education for girls has been costed as 
part of the education needs assessment methodology, the provision of sexual 
and reproductive health services has been costed within the health sector needs 
assessment methodology, and infrastructure to reduce women’s time burdens 
has been costed as part of the infrastructure needs assessment methodology. 

The second track involves estimating the resources for additional specific 
interventions to meet Goal 3. Examples of specific interventions for Goal 3 
that are not costed in any other Goals needs assessment include:

• Providing comprehensive sexuality education within schools and com-
munity programs.
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• Providing care services (for children, the elderly, the sick, and people 
with disabilities) to allow women to work.

• Providing training to female candidates in elections at the local, regional, 
and national level.

• Preventing violence against women through awareness campaigns and 
education, hotlines, and neighborhood support groups. 

• Strengthening national women’s machineries through increased bud-
getary allocations and staffing of ministries of women’s affairs and gen-
der focal points in other ministries.

• Undertaking institutional reform through sensitization programs to 
train judges, bureaucrats, land registration officers, and police officers.

• Investing in data collection and monitoring activities to track gender 
outcomes.

This needs assessment methodology is now being applied in several coun-
tries. The results from Tajikistan, although preliminary, are illustrative. They 
suggest that the costs of universal primary and expanded secondary educa-
tion in Tajikistan would be roughly $20 per capita on average annually for 
2005–15; the costs of setting up a primary health care system (for child health 
and maternal health, major infectious diseases, and sexual and reproductive 
health) would average roughly $29 per capita annually; and the costs of water 
and sanitation provision would average roughly $9.50 per capita. 

The preliminary estimates suggest that the additional cost of gender-
specific interventions to meet Goal 3 (such as training and awareness cam-
paigns, interventions to reduce violence against women, and systematic inter-
ventions to improve ministry capacities) will average approximately $1.30 per 
capita annually for 2005–15, with costs peaking at $2.00 in 2015. Most of 
these costs will be for programs to end violence against women. In abso-
lute numbers, the cost of additional specific interventions to meet Goal 3 in 
Tajikistan is $10.56 million each year, totaling $112 million for 2005–15, or 
about 0.003 percent of GDP over this period. To put this amount into con-
text, debt-servicing payments alone accounted for about 4 percent of GDP in 
Tajikistan in 2001.

Making it happen
This report describes practical actions that can be taken within each strate-
gic priority to bring about gender equality and empower women. Within and 
across sectors, within institutions, and in different country and community 
contexts, different combinations of these actions have been implemented and 
shown positive results. The problem is not a lack of practical ways to address 
gender inequality but rather a lack of change on a large and deep enough scale 
to bring about a transformation in the way societies conceive of and organize 
men’s and women’s roles, responsibilities, and control over resources. Essential 
for that kind of transformation are: 
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• Political commitment by and mobilization of a large group of change 
agents at different levels within countries and in international institu-
tions who seek to implement the vision of the world.

• Technical capacity to implement change. 
• Institutional structures and processes to support the transformation, 

including structures that enable women to successfully claim their 
rights. 

• Adequate financial resources.
• Accountability and monitoring systems.

Commitment and mobilization of change agents
The first ingredient of transformation requires a critical mass of change 
agents committed to the vision of a gender equitable society. These change 
agents include leaders at all levels of government who control critical levers for 
change—financial and technical resources—and set the priorities for actions 
affecting the lives of many. To be effective, government leaders must work in 
partnership with civil society institutions, especially organizations that repre-
sent women’s interests. Simultaneously, there must be a critical mass of change 
agents at the international level in the institutions that provide support to 
national governments and civil society organizations in implementing changes 
necessary for a gender-equitable society. 

Technical capacity
Achieving gender equality and bringing about women’s empowerment also 
requires technical expertise and knowledge of how to mainstream gender into 
development policies and programs. At the 1995 Fourth World Conference 
on Women the world community endorsed gender mainstreaming as a key 
institutional response for promoting gender equality and empowering women. 
Gender mainstreaming is not an end in itself but a means to the goal of gender 
equality. It is both a technical and a political process, requiring shifts in orga-
nizational culture and ways of thinking, as well as in the structures of organi-
zations and in their resource allocations. As a technical tool, mainstreaming 
can be effective only if supported by a strong political or legal mandate. 

Gender mainstreaming is often compromised by a lack of conceptual clar-
ity about the meaning of gender and by the assumption that certain policy 
areas, such as infrastructure development or macroeconomic measures, are in 
principle gender neutral. Such conceptual confusion can be clarified through 
gender analysis and gender training. Gender analysis involves gathering and 
examining information on what women and men do and how they relate to 
each other. Gender training builds capacity to use the information from gen-
der analysis in policy and program development and implementation. 

An unfortunate consequence of training a broad range of professionals is 
the elimination or downgrading of specialized gender units and professionals. 
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Because mainstreaming requires a shift of responsibility for promoting gender 
equality to all personnel, especially managers, gender specialists are perceived 
as being no longer needed. In fact, the reverse is true: gender mainstreaming 
can increase the need for specialist support.

Institutional structure and processes
Institutional transformation—fundamental change in the rules that specify 
how resources are allocated and how tasks, responsibilities, and values are 
assigned in society—is the third ingredient essential for achieving gender 
equality and women’s empowerment on a large scale. Women’s organizations 
are key agents in bringing about institutional transformation at the national 
and international level because they articulate women’s priorities and orga-
nize and advocate for change. At the international level regional and global 
women’s movements mobilized throughout the 1990s to put gender equality 
and women’s empowerment on the agendas of major UN conferences, thereby 
transforming international norms on women’s roles and rights. 

Government agencies also play key roles in institutional transformation 
because they create an enabling national environment for gender equality. 
Through legislation, regulatory reform, and the expansion and strengthening 
of public services, governments can rectify the deep-seated gender biases that 
are inherent in their own institutions, as well as put in place structures and 
processes such as women-friendly law enforcement systems that enable women 
to claim their rights. To make such institutional changes happen, a central unit 
or ministry needs a mandate to ensure that gender equality and the empower-
ment of women are addressed across all ministries and departments. At the 
1995 Fourth World Conference on Women in Beijing governments agreed that 
national women’s machineries should be the institutional entity within govern-
ment to support and build capacity to mainstream gender equality across all 
development planning and implementation processes. 

Bringing about institutional transformation at the international level 
requires changes within international agencies similar to those within national 
government, including the creation of a gender unit that is structurally and 
functionally placed so that it can influence decisions on policy and program 
development and resource allocation. This is particularly important because 
of the interdependency between donors and low-income country governments 
and because international institutions often set the parameters for the resource 
envelope and policy changes that are possible at the country level. 

Adequate financial resources
The fourth essential ingredient for large-scale reductions in gender inequality 
is the allocation of adequate financial resources for direct interventions by both 
governmental and nongovernmental organizations in building capacity, collect-
ing data, and evaluating outcomes. Too often, insufficient funds are allocated 
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for these purposes. Even if all the other ingredients described here are in place, 
they cannot be effective without adequate resources. 

In part, efforts to promote gender equality are underfunded because isolat-
ing the costs of gender interventions from the overall costs of a sectoral inter-
vention is challenging. However, methodologies for estimating such costs have 
been developed and can now be applied. Another reason why gender equal-
ity efforts are typically underfunded is that the costs associated with them 
are incorrectly perceived as additional to the core investment yielding only a 
marginal return rather than more accurately as an essential expenditure for 
maximizing the return on the core investment. A third reason is that gender 
equality is viewed as a cross-cutting issue, which typically receives lower prior-
ity in budgetary allocations than sector-specific issues. Because cross-cutting 
issues are supposed to be everyone’s business, they tend to become no one’s 
responsibility. 

The question is how to ensure that the required resources will be available 
and committed. Changes are needed in the international system, including 
debt cancellation for heavily indebted poor countries, dramatically scaled up 
and better quality official development assistance, and trade reform that levels 
the playing field for developing countries, in order to increase the availability 
of resources. Domestic resource mobilization is also important for generating 
the resources to achieve gender equality. 

Accountability and monitoring mechanisms
Accountability and monitoring systems need to be in place within countries 
and international agencies to ensure that fundamental change is broad-based 
and lasting. At the country level, the needed systems include a strong legal 
framework along with the mechanisms to enforce it within and outside gov-
ernment, and a strong women’s movement along with the processes that enable 
women’s groups to inform and influence government policies and resource 
allocations. 

The Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination 
against Women provides a powerful legal mechanism enabling stakeholders 
at the country level to hold their governments accountable for meeting Goal 
3. The reporting obligation established in the convention, and the work of 
the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women, pro-
vide a context in which discrimination against women can be eliminated and 
in which women can de facto fully enjoy their rights. Frequently, the report-
ing process has created partnerships between government, NGOs, and United 
Nations entities that work together to achieve the goals of the convention. The 
convention has had a positive impact on legal and other developments in coun-
tries throughout the world. It has led many countries to strengthen provisions 
in their constitutions guaranteeing equality between women and men and pro-
viding a constitutional basis for protecting women’s human rights. 
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NGOs such as women’s organizations and other civil society organiza-
tions have taken the lead in holding governments and international agencies 
accountable for implementing their commitments to gender equality and 
women’s empowerment. Indeed, much of the progress made to date has been 
due to the political efforts and the mobilization of such organizations. 

In its interaction with countries the international system needs to support 
these components of a well functioning country-level accountability and moni-
toring system. Simultaneously, the United Nations and the Bretton Woods insti-
tutions must ensure that mechanisms are in place to hold themselves accountable 
for implementing international mandates and commitments to gender equality, 
and that watchdog agencies external to the international UN and Bretton Woods 
system, particularly international women’s organizations, have sufficient input 
into policy formulation and implementation and resource allocation. 

Country case studies
The efforts of Cambodia, Chile, Rwanda, and South Africa to improve wom-
en’s status and reduce gender inequality illustrate the complicated processes 
involved in promoting gender equality and women’s empowerment. These 
countries are attempting significant institutional reform, catalyzed by strong 
and dynamic advocacy by women’s organizations and other actors (such as 
other civil society movements or donors). Some of these countries also made 
progress on a majority of the seven strategic priorities described above, although 
it is difficult to attribute changes to specific government actions. 

Each of the four countries has been affected in its recent past by significant 
internal turmoil and conflict. In each case powerful change agents in women’s 
organizations and government have seized the opportunity to rectify societal 
inequalities. Although periods of peace-building and postconflict by defini-
tion provide space for societal restructuring of the status quo existing before 
the conflict, such restructuring can also occur in nonconflict settings if some 
combination of the five elements described above (change agents with a vision, 
institutional structures and processes, technical capacity, financial resources, 
and accountability mechanisms) are in place. 

Cambodia, Rwanda, and South Africa have all made significant progress 
in the last decade in closing gender gaps in primary and secondary educa-
tion and in improving key aspects of women’s sexual and reproductive rights 
and health. However, despite gains in lowering maternal mortality ratios and 
the unmet need for contraception, women in Cambodia, Rwanda, and South 
Africa have been hit hard by the HIV/AIDS epidemic. Of the four case study 
countries Chile stands alone in opposing women’s reproductive rights. On 
women’s political participation, Rwanda and South Africa have achieved high 
levels of representation of women at both the national and local level. Chile and 
Rwanda have taken strong legal measures to address violence against women, 
and Cambodia has added the elimination of violence against women as one of 
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its additional Millennium Development Targets. No country has adequately 
addressed women’s poverty and economic opportunity—either in terms of 
their participation in labor markets or of asset ownership and control.

In each of the four countries the conditions have been created for fostering 
large-scale societal transformation. Each country has a critical mass of change 
agents, within government and civil society, with a vision of gender equality 
and women’s empowerment. In some instances, such as in Rwanda and South 
Africa, leaders in governments have worked in alliance with leaders in civil soci-
ety, while in others, as in Chile, the pressure of an independent women’s move-
ment forced change within government. Institutional structures and processes 
are all being transformed through constitutional change, legal reform, and the 
formation of new government organizations. Cambodia, Rwanda, and South 
Africa all made commitments to gender equality a key component of their 
constitutions, and all three, as well as Chile, have implemented major legal 
and legislative reforms to advance equality between women and men. And, in 
each country a national women’s machinery has been put in place, supported 
by political leaders, with strong mandates for achieving gender equality. 

It is difficult to establish whether adequate technical resources exist in 
each of these countries for implementing the country’s commitments to gender 
equality. However, the multilayered responses (legislative, policy, and project) 
to gender inequality in each country suggest that technical capacity is not 
lacking. 

Moreover, based on the evidence available, it is not possible to comment 
explicitly on whether the gender equality machinery in each country has ade-
quate financial resources to do its work. Yet, the advent of gender budget ini-
tiatives, especially in Chile, Rwanda, and South Africa, holds the promise of 
such information becoming available and useful to gender equality advocates 
within and outside government. 

Finally, each country has women’s movements that can hold governments 
to their promises. Gender budget initiatives are an important monitoring and 
accountability mechanism. Each country is also a signatory to the Convention 
on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women, but it is 
not clear whether the associated monitoring mechanism truly serves to hold 
governments accountable for bringing about the changes required to meet the 
convention’s provisions. 

Gender mainstreaming in Millennium Development Goals-based 
country policy processes
Poverty reduction strategies within low-income countries are the mechanisms 
for influencing development policies and plans and ensuring that actions to 
address the Millennium Development Goals are implemented. Thus, a critical 
entry point for promoting gender equality and women’s empowerment at the 
country level is the poverty reduction strategy process. 
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A core recommendation of the UN Millennium Project is that every develop-
ing country restructure its short-term poverty reduction strategy in the context of 
a 10-year Millennium Development Goals framework. This offers a new oppor-
tunity to apply the lessons from past poverty reduction strategy processes so that 
the new Goals-based poverty reduction strategies succeed in fully mainstream-
ing gender and empowering women. The UN Millennium Project suggests a 
five-step approach to designing an MDG-based poverty reduction strategy. 

Gender considerations should be an integral component of each step. First, 
the data that countries use to diagnose the nature and dynamics of poverty must 
be sex-disaggregated. Second, in undertaking a systematic needs assessment 
to evaluate policies, governance structures, and public investments, countries 
should use the tools and methodologies described throughout this report, includ-
ing gender analysis, gender training, and gender needs assessment, in a consulta-
tive process that allows for the full participation of women’s organizations. 

Third, in converting the needs assessment into a financing strategy, both the 
plan for public spending and services and the financing strategy should be based 
on a gender analysis of public expenditure and revenue. A gender-aware pub-
lic spending plan must include sex-disaggregated, gender-sensitive measures for 
inputs, outputs, and outcomes; must make gender equality an explicit indicator 
of performance; and must incorporate into the budget framework dimensions 
of costs and expenditures that are not typically included, such as the unpaid 
care of children, the elderly, and sick, provided by women (Sharp 2003). 

Finally, the public sector management strategy, with its focus on transpar-
ency, accountability, and results-based management, should include processes 
that allow stakeholders committed to gender equality to participate in mean-
ingful ways. For example, women’s organizations and other civil society groups 
that promote gender equality must be given full information and be able to 
participate in formal feedback mechanisms through which accountability can 
be exercised. 

Conclusion
Much of what is said in this report has been known for several decades, but 
it has been difficult to translate that knowledge into development policy and 
practice at the scale required to bring about fundamental transformation in 
the distribution of power, opportunity, and outcomes for both women and 
men. The next 10 years provide a new window of opportunity to take action 
on a global scale to achieve gender equality and empower women, which are 
critical for meeting all the Millennium Development Goals. Governments and 
international organizations can provide an enabling environment to make this 
possible. Women’s organizations need the space and resources to bring about 
the societal transformations that remove the constraints, fulfill the potential, 
and guarantee the rights of women in all countries. The recommendations 
made in this report can pave the way toward that future. 
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How can the global community achieve the goal of gender equality and the 
empowerment of women? This question is the focus of Goal 3 of the Millen-
nium Development Goals endorsed by world leaders at the UN Millennium 
Summit in 2000. It is also the focus of this report. 

Gender inequality is a problem that has a solution. Two decades of innova-
tion, experience, and activism have shown that achieving the goal of greater 
gender equality and women’s empowerment is possible. There are many practi-
cal steps that can reduce inequalities based on gender—inequalities that restrict 
the potential to reduce poverty and achieve high levels of well-being in societ-
ies around the world. There are also many positive actions that can empower 
women. Without leadership and political will, however, the world will fall short 
of taking these practical steps—and meeting the Goal. Because gender inequal-
ity is deeply rooted in entrenched attitudes, societal institutions, and market 
forces, political commitment at the highest international and national levels is 
essential to institute the policies that can trigger social change and to allocate 
the resources necessary for gender equality and women’s empowerment. 

Before the UN Millennium Summit in 2000 nearly every country had made 
a commitment to equal rights for women and girls by ratifying the Convention 
on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) 
and the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC).1 Signatories are legally 
obligated to meet the commitments they specify. Often described as the interna-
tional bill of rights for women, CEDAW provides for women’s equal enjoyment 
with men of civil, cultural, economic, political, and social rights. It is unique 
in establishing legal obligations for state parties to ensure that discrimination 
against women does not occur in the public sphere or the private sphere. 

UN member states also made important commitments to promoting gen-
der equality and women’s empowerment at the 1994 International Conference 

A problem with a solution

C
h

a
p

te
r 1



28 Chapter 1

on Population and Development in Cairo and the 1995 Fourth World Con-
ference on Women in Beijing.2 The inclusion of gender equality and women’s 
empowerment as Millennium Development Goal 3 is a reminder that many 
of those promises have yet to be kept. It also offers a critical opportunity to 
implement those promises.

National and international women’s movements have worked to hold gov-
ernments accountable for the legal and political commitments they have made 
through CEDAW, the Beijing Platform for Action, and other international 
agreements. It is women’s activism and social mobilization, combined with 
innovative responses from some governments and civil society organizations, 
that have led to significant improvements in women’s and girls’ status since the 
first UN Conference on Women in 1975 in Mexico City. Investing in women’s 
advocacy organizations is key to holding the international community and 
national governments accountable for achieving Millennium Development 
Goal 3.

In the past three decades women have made gains, particularly in health 
and education, as evidenced in lower mortality rates, higher life expectancy, and 
reduced gender gaps in primary school education. Despite these gains, it is clear 
that many countries will miss the first deadline for the Goal 3 target: eliminate 
gender disparity in primary and secondary education preferably by 2005 and 
in all levels of education no later than 2015. This will be the first visible Mil-
lennium Development Goal failure. That failure should spur the global com-
munity to reenergize and take action so that the 2015 target deadline is met. In 
doing so, countries should strive to achieve more than numerical parity. 

The spirit of the Goal—gender equality and the empowerment of women—
requires fundamental transformation in the distribution of power, opportuni-
ties, and outcomes for both men and women. Genuine equality means more 
than parity in numbers, which can sometimes be achieved by lowering the bar 
for all—men and women. It means justice, greater opportunity, and better 
quality of life so that equality is achieved at high levels of well-being. 

To ensure that Millennium Development Goal 3 is met by 2015, the task 
force has identified seven strategic priorities (box 1.1). These interdependent 
priorities are the minimum necessary to empower women and alter the histori-
cal legacy of female disadvantage that remains in most societies of the world. 

These seven priorities are much broader than the Goal 3 target. That target 
is restricted to education, a focus justified by the strong evidence that invest-
ing in girls’ education yields high returns for girls themselves and high returns 
for development (Schultz 2001).3 By setting an ambitious target for eliminat-
ing gender disparities in primary and secondary education—in less than a 
decade—Goal 3 sends a clear message that gender inequality in education in 
the twenty-first century is unconscionable and must be rectified. 

Important as it is for women’s well-being and the development of societies, 
education alone is insufficient to eliminate the wide range of gender inequalities 
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found in many societies. Education may be an important precondition to wom-
en’s empowerment, but it does not guarantee that empowerment. For this to 
occur, women must also enjoy equal rights with men, equal economic opportu-
nities, use of productive assets, freedom from drudgery, equal representation in 
decisionmaking bodies, and freedom from the threat of violence and coercion.

Achieving true gender equality and women’s empowerment requires a dif-
ferent vision for the world, not just piecemeal rectification of different aspects 
of inequality.4 The task force’s vision is of a world in which men and women 
work together as equal partners to secure better lives for themselves and their 
families. In this world women and men share equally in the enjoyment of basic 
capabilities, economic assets, voice, and freedom from fear and violence. They 
share the care of children, the elderly, and the sick; the responsibility for paid 
employment; and the joys of leisure. In this world the resources now used for 
war and destruction are invested in human development and well-being, insti-
tutions and decisionmaking processes are open and democratic, and all human 
beings treat each other with respect and dignity. 

It is our vision of such a world, together with our analysis of why women 
and men today rarely enjoy equality, that underlies the recommendations in 
this report. 

Box 1.1
Seven strategic 

priorities for 
action on 

Millennium 
Development 

Goal 3

1. Strengthen opportunities for postprimary education for girls while meeting commit-

ments to universal primary education.

2. Guarantee sexual and reproductive health and rights.

3. Invest in infrastructure to reduce women’s and girls’ time burdens. 

4. Guarantee women’s and girls’ property and inheritance rights.

5. Eliminate gender inequality in employment by decreasing women’s reliance on informal 

employment, closing gender gaps in earnings, and reducing occupational segregation.

6. Increase women’s share of seats in national parliaments and local government bodies.

7. Combat violence against girls and women
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Task force perspective on gender 
equality and empowerment

The task force affirms that gender equality and women’s empowerment are cen-
tral to the achievement of all the Millennium Development Goals (box 2.1). 
Development policies and actions that fail to take gender inequality into account 
and that fail to enable women to be actors in those policies and interventions 
will have limited effectiveness and serious costs to societies (World Bank 2003c). 
The reverse is also true: achievement of Goal 3 depends on how well each of the 
other goals addresses gender-based constraints and issues (box 2.2). Thus, this 
task force believes that achieving Goal 3 depends both on the extent to which 
the priorities suggested here are addressed and the extent to which the actions 
taken to achieve the other Goals promote equality of boys and girls and men 
and women. While this interdependence among the Goals is important, the task 
force wishes to underscore that Goal 3 has intrinsic value in and of itself. That is 
why this report focuses on priorities and actions to achieve Goal 3.

Defining gender equality and empowerment 
Like race and ethnicity, gender is a social construct. It defines and differen-
tiates the roles, rights, responsibilities, and obligations of women and men. 
The innate biological differences between females and males form the basis of 
social norms that define appropriate behaviors for women and men and deter-
mine the differential social, economic, and political power between the sexes. 
Although the specific nature and degree of these differing norms vary across 
societies and across time, at the beginning of the twenty-first century they 
still typically favor men and boys, giving them more access than women and 
girls to the capabilities, resources, and opportunities that are important for the 
enjoyment of social, economic, and political power and well-being.

In addressing Goal 3, the task force has focused on the historical disadvantage 
experienced by women and on how gender norms and the policies based on those 
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norms have perpetuated that disadvantage. This report notes the ways in which 
gender norms and policies also negatively affect boys and men, but the primary 
focus is to rectify the most common gender-based disadvantages—those faced by 
women and girls. The report recognizes, however, that men’s engagement in meet-
ing Goal 3 is vital. They can work as partners with women to bring about changes 
in gender roles and norms that can benefit both women and men. The report, 
therefore, suggests ways in which policies and interventions can engage men as 
equal partners in achieving gender equality and the empowerment of women. 

Identifying the dimensions of gender equality
Based on past analyses of gender in society, the task force has adopted an 
operational framework for understanding gender equality that has three main 
dimensions:

• The capabilities domain, which refers to basic human abilities as measured 
by education, health, and nutrition. These capabilities are fundamental to 
individual well-being and are the means through which individuals access 
other forms of well-being. 

Box 2.1
Gender equality 

is critical to 
achieving all 

the Goals

Millennium  
Development Goal Importance of gender equality for achieving the goal

Goal 1

Eradicate extreme 
poverty and hunger

• Gender equality in capabilities and access to opportunities can ac-
celerate economic growth.

• Equal access for women to basic transport and energy infrastructure 
(such as clean cooking fuels) can lead to greater economic activity.

• Gender equality in farm inputs helps increase agricultural production 
and reduce poverty because women farmers form a significant pro-
portion of the rural poor.

• Equal investment in women’s health and nutritional status reduces 
chronic hunger and malnourishment, which increases productivity 
and well-being.

Goal 2

Achieve universal 
primary education

• Educated girls and women have greater control over their fertility and 
participate more in public life. 

• A mother’s education is a strong and consistent determinant of her 
children’s school enrollment and attainment and their health and nu-
trition outcomes.

Goal 4

Reduce child mortality

Goal 5

Improve maternal health

• A mother’s education, income, and empowerment have a significant 
impact on lowering child and maternal mortality.

Goal 6

Combat HIV/AIDS, 
malaria, and other 
diseases

• Greater economic independence for women, increased ability to ne-
gotiate safe sex, greater awareness of the need to alter traditional 
norms about sexual relations, better access to treatment, and sup-
port for the care function that women perform are essential for halt-
ing and reversing the spread of HIV/AIDS and other epidemics.

Goal 7

Ensure environmental 
sustainability

• Gender-equitable property and resource ownership policies enable 
women (often as primary users of these resources) to manage them 
in a more sustainable manner.

Goal 8

Develop a global 
partnership for 
development

• Greater gender equality in the political sphere may lead to higher 
investments in development cooperation.
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• The access to resources and opportunities domain, which refers primarily 
to equality in the opportunity to use or apply basic capabilities through 
access to economic assets (such as land, property, or infrastructure) and 
resources (such as income and employment), as well as political oppor-
tunity (such as representation in parliaments and other political bod-
ies). Without access to resources and opportunities, both political and 
economic, women will be unable to employ their capabilities for their 
well-being and that of their families, communities, and societies.

• The security domain, which is defined here to mean reduced vulnerability 
to violence and conflict. Violence and conflict result in physical and psy-
chological harm and lessen the ability of individuals, households, and com-
munities to fulfill their potential. Violence directed specifically at women 
and girls often aims at keeping them in “their place” through fear. 

These three domains are interrelated, and change in all three is critical to 
achieving Goal 3. The attainment of capabilities increases the likelihood that 
women can access opportunities for employment or participate in political and 
legislative bodies but does not guarantee it. Similarly, access to opportunity 
decreases the likelihood that women will experience violence (although in cer-
tain circumstances, it may temporarily increase that likelihood). 

Box 2.2
Achieving the 

Millennium 
Development 

Goals is critical for 
gender equality

Millennium  
Development Goal Importance of Goal for gender equality

Goal 1

Eradicate extreme 
poverty and hunger

• Failure to design actions that reduce poverty equally for women 
and men will leave significant pockets of female poverty in many 
countries.

Goal 2

Achieve universal 
primary education

• Failure to achieve universal primary education has significant conse-
quences for girls’ enrollment and completion of higher levels of edu-
cation and hence their ability to access resources and opportunities 
to the same extent as boys.

Goal 4

Reduce child mortality

• Child mortality is one reason fertility remains high in some parts of the 
world. High fertility is associated with greater unpaid work burdens for 
women, and multiple pregnancies are associated with elevated risks of 
disability or death. In some countries child mortality partly reflects dis-
crimination against girls in nutrition and medical care. Reducing child 
mortality in these countries will mean ending such discrimination.

Goal 5

Improve maternal health

• Women cannot enjoy equal rights, opportunities, and voice with men 
if they continue to suffer the ill-health, disability, and risks of dying 
associated with pregnancy and childbirth. The ability to have the num-
ber of children they desire when they desire is also critical if women 
are to take control of their lives and contribute productively to their 
families, communities, and societies.

Goal 6

Combat HIV/AIDS, 
malaria, and other 
diseases

• Because the HIV/AIDS pandemic is rapidly being feminized, both in risk 
of becoming infected and in the burden of care, failure to control this 
epidemic is likely to leave girls and women increasingly vulnerable.

Goal 7

Ensure environmental 
sustainability

• Because women are the major food producers in the developing 
world, failure to ensure environmental sustainability is likely to dam-
age their ability to feed themselves and their families. Failure to limit 
certain types of pollutants, such as indoor smoke from cooking fires, 
will also have particularly deleterious effects on the health of women 
and children.
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Progress in any one domain to the exclusion of the others will be insuf-
ficient to meet the Goal of gender equality. For example, in many countries 
in Latin America girls enroll in primary school at the same rate as boys and 
even outnumber them in secondary school. However, many studies in Latin 
America show that women are disadvantaged in the labor market relative 
to men with similar education and experience. Thus, investments need to 
be directed to interventions across all three domains in order to achieve the 
Goal. 

The strategic priorities listed in box 1.1 are based on this conceptual frame-
work. The first two—strengthening opportunities for postprimary education 
for girls while meeting commitments to universal primary education and guar-
anteeing universal access to a broad range of sexual and reproductive health 
information and services—represent the priority for strengthening women’s 
capabilities. The next four (investing in infrastructure to reduce women’s time 
burdens, guaranteeing girls’ and women’s property and inheritance rights, elim-
inating gender inequality in employment, and increasing women’s share of seats 
in national parliaments and local governmental bodies) reflect priorities for eco-
nomic and political opportunity. And the final strategic priority—combating 
violence against girls and women—addresses the security domain.

Understanding the importance of female empowerment
The concept of empowerment is related to gender equality but distinct from 
it. The core of empowerment lies in the ability of a woman to control her own 
destiny (Malhotra, Schuler, and Boender 2002; Kabeer 1999). This implies 
that to be empowered women must not only have equal capabilities (such as 
education and health) and equal access to resources and opportunities (such 
as land and employment), but they must also have the agency to use those 
rights, capabilities, resources, and opportunities to make strategic choices and 
decisions (such as is provided through leadership opportunities and participa-
tion in political institutions). And for them to exercise agency, they must live 
without the fear of coercion and violence.

Because of the historical legacy of disadvantage women have faced, they 
are still all too often referred to as a vulnerable minority. In most countries, 
however, women are a majority, with the potential to catalyze enormous power 
and progress. While this report identifies the constraints that women face, it 
also emphasizes their resilience and the contributions they make to their fami-
lies, communities, and economies despite those constraints—contributions 
that could be multiplied if those constraints were removed. 

The case for the seven strategic priorities
The seven strategic priorities selected by the task force for action on the inter-
national and national level represent first-generation development problems 
that have not yet been addressed systematically within and across countries. 

The seven 

strategic 

priorities 

represent first-

generation 

development 

problems that 

have not yet 

been addressed 

systematically
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They are interrelated: empowering women and promoting gender equality 
entail action on all of them. The task force considered selecting a smaller set 
of priorities but decided that dropping any one of the seven priorities would 
compromise achieving Goal 3 because gender inequality results from an inter-
locking, self-reinforcing set of conditions. Some of the priorities are already 
present in the Millennium Development Goal framework (as indicators for 
Goal 3 and the target of Goal 4), but the task force wishes to highlight their 
importance for achieving Goal 3.

These seven priorities are a subset of the priorities outlined in previous 
international agreements, including the Beijing Declaration and Platform for 
Action and the Cairo Programme of Action. The recommendations in these 
international agreements remain important for achieving gender equality and 
women’s empowerment, but the task force sees the seven priorities as needing 
immediate action if the Goal is to be met by 2015. 

Although empowerment and equality should be enjoyed by all women and 
men, the task force believes that three subpopulations of women must receive 
preference in implementing the strategic priorities and allocating resources if 
poverty is to be reduced:

• Poor women in the poorest countries and in countries that have achieved 
increases in national income but where poverty remains significant. 

• Adolescents, who constitute two-thirds of the population in the poorest 
countries and the largest cohort of adolescents in the world’s history.

• Women and girls in conflict and postconflict settings.
Prioritizing these groups is not intended to minimize the vulnerability and 

needs of other groups of women, but to emphasize that investments in these 
subpopulations are a priority for achieving immediate and long-term results in 
reducing poverty. 

A focus on poor women is justified for several reasons. Poor women have 
the greatest needs. Investments in them will produce the greatest benefits. It 
is often suggested that women outnumber men among the poor. Although 
precise estimates of the relative proportion of males and females living in pov-
erty are not available, recent research suggests that women are overrepresented 
among the poor (Quisumbing, Haddad, and Peña 2001). Gender inequalities 
tend to be greater among the poor than the rich, especially for inequalities in 
capabilities and opportunities (World Bank 2001a; Filmer 1999). Moreover, 
the well-being and survival of poor households depends disproportionately on 
the productive and reproductive contributions of their female members. Also, 
an increasing number of poor households are headed or maintained by women 
(Bruce, Lloyd, and Leonard 1995). 

Investing in the health, education, safety, and economic well-being of ado-
lescents, especially adolescent girls, must also be a priority. Adolescence is a for-
mative period, one of transition between childhood and adulthood. It is a time 
when interventions can dramatically alter subsequent life outcomes. The sheer 
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size of the current adolescent cohort in poor countries means that interventions 
to improve their lives will affect national outcomes. One example illustrates 
this point well. If the mean age of childbearing in Bangladesh were to rise by 
five years, the country’s population growth would fall by 40 percent—and the 
well-being of young women would almost certainly improve (Mensch, Bruce, 
and Greene 1998, p. 3). Within the adolescent cohort the task force has given 
priority to the needs of adolescent girls because they experience greater overall 
social, economic, and health disadvantages in most countries than do boys.1 
Therefore, investments to help girls complete good quality secondary school-
ing, support their transition from education to work, develop healthy sexual-
ity, and guarantee their physical safety are urgently needed and can accelerate 
progress toward several of the Millennium Development Goals. 

Finally, responding to these strategic priorities is particularly urgent for 
women in conflict and postconflict situations. Situations of conflict have dis-
proportionate impacts on women and children, who typically are the majority 
of displaced persons in refugee camps and conflict zones (Landsberg-Lewis 
2002). In times of conflict women and children are also more likely to be heads 
of households, underscoring the need for special assistance in overcoming the 
gender barriers that restrict their access to resources and threaten the survival 
of their households. Postconflict periods present a window of opportunity to 
reduce gender barriers and create a gender-equitable society, which is more 
likely to occur if reconstruction fosters the full participation of women. For 
example, in Rwanda the postconflict period was used as an opportunity to 
right previous gender inequalities in access to resources and political participa-
tion. One result was that Rwanda now has one of the largest proportions of 
national parliamentary seats held by women anywhere in the world.
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Strengthen opportunities for 
postprimary education for girls

Global commitments to girls’ education have focused in the main on primary 
education. As a result, over the past decade, girls’ primary school enrollment 
rates have increased in most regions. While this focus must continue, and 
international commitments to universal primary education must be met, the 
task force notes achieving Goal 3 requires strengthening postprimary educa-
tion opportunities for girls. The evidence suggests that among all levels of 
education, secondary and higher levels of education have the greatest payoff 
for women’s empowerment. 

Moreover, focusing on secondary education can strengthen the pipeline 
that channels students through the education system and give parents an 
incentive to send their children to primary school. It is obvious that for girls 
(and boys) to reach secondary education, investments must be made in pri-
mary education. Thus it is important not to separate primary, secondary, and 
tertiary education into discrete components but to see them as an integral part 
of an education system in which each component has knock-on effects on the 
others.1 

A number of interventions that have proven their effectiveness for increas-
ing girls’ participation in primary school may also apply to postprimary edu-
cation. These include making schooling more affordable by reducing costs 
and offering targeted scholarships, building secondary schools close to girls’ 
homes, and making schools safe and girl-friendly. Additionally, the content, 
quality, and relevance of education must be improved through curriculum 
reform, teacher training, and other actions (DeJaeghere 2004). Most impor-
tant, education must serve as the vehicle for transforming attitudes, beliefs, 
and entrenched social norms that perpetuate discrimination and inequality. 
All interventions taken to promote gender equality in education must, there-
fore, be transformational in nature.
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Why strengthening girls’ opportunities for postprimary education 
is a strategic priority
Education is a life-long process and can occur at different ages. Deficits in edu-
cation can also be rectified at different ages and through different mechanisms, 
both formal and nonformal. Adult literacy, nonformal programs for dropouts, 
and other efforts are a valuable complement to the formal education system. 
However, because the target for Goal 3 focuses entirely on the formal educa-
tion system, this chapter primarily discusses how that system can be trans-
formed to eliminate gender gaps.2

Within formal education the task force has chosen to highlight postpri-
mary education for several reasons. First, the 2005 target for Goal 3 will be 
missed for both primary and secondary education but by a much larger number 
of countries for secondary education. Concerted effort will have to be made 
today if gender disparities in both primary and secondary education are to be 
eliminated at least by the 2015 deadline. Investments in postprimary education 
cannot wait until universal primary education has been achieved.

Second, the research evidence shows that postprimary education has far 
stronger positive effects on women’s own outcomes than primary education 
does—their health and well-being, position in family and society, economic 
opportunities and returns, and political participation. Therefore, investments 
must be made simultaneously in secondary education while meeting global 
commitments for universal primary education. The task force’s companion 
report on universal primary education discusses in detail policies and interven-
tions to achieve that goal and the target of gender parity in primary education, 
while the evidence presented here focuses on how postprimary education leads 
to or leverages changes and impacts in the other domains of gender equality 
and in empowerment (UN Millennium Project 2005c).

Education and women’s empowerment
Data from around the world show that increased education is associated with 
the empowerment of women (Malhotra, Pande, and Grown 2003). Educated 
women are more effective at improving their own well-being and that of their 
family. They are better equipped to extract the most benefit from existing 
services and opportunities and to generate alternative opportunities, roles, and 
support structures. These empowering effects of women’s education are mani-
fested in a variety of ways, including increased income-earning potential, abil-
ity to bargain for resources within the household, decisionmaking autonomy, 
control over their own fertility, and participation in public life.

Any such impacts, however, are highly dependent on the context. They are 
strongly conditioned by such factors as level of economic development, depth 
of the labor market, and degree of gender stratification. The impact of women’s 
education is greater in settings that are already relatively egalitarian. Under 
such conditions even modestly educated women are more likely to participate 
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in important family decisions, to work in nonfarm occupations, and to control 
economic resources.3 Education alone may not be transformative in the absence 
of other normative shifts and changed power relations. In such settings, it takes 
more than education to reach thresholds of change.

Labor market benefits to educated women
Studies in Latin America, Asia, and Africa show that higher levels of education 
increase the probability that women will engage in formal paid employment 
(Birdsall and Behrman 1991; Cameron, Dowling, and Worsick 2001). Higher 
levels of education increase the gains from formal labor force participation 
more for women than for men (Deolalikar 1994; Aromolaran 2002; Birdsall 
and Fox 1985). A review of the literature on returns to investment in education 
finds that, overall, women receive only slightly higher returns to their school-
ing investments (10 percent) than men (9 percent; Psacharopoulos and Patrinos 
2002). Returns vary, however, by level of schooling. Women experience higher 
returns to secondary education (18 percent) than do men (14 percent), but 
lower returns (13 percent) to primary education than do men (20 percent). 

The impact of education on fertility and mortality 
Female secondary education is a critical influence on fertility and mortality. 
Subbarao and Rainey (1995) conducted a cross-country study of fertility and 
secondary school attainment among women in 65 low- and middle-income 
countries in 1985 that covered 93 percent of the population of the developing 
world. In countries where few women had a secondary education, families aver-
aged more than five children, of whom one or two died in infancy. In countries 
where half the girls were educated at the secondary level, the fertility rate fell 
to just over three children and child deaths were rare. Subbarao and Rainey 
calculate that in these 65 countries, doubling the proportion of girls educated 
at the secondary level from 19 percent to 38 percent, holding constant all other 
variables (including access to family planning and healthcare) would have cut 
the fertility rate from 5.3 children per woman to 3.9 and the infant mortality 
rate from 81 deaths per 1,000 births to 38. 

Another study summarizing sample surveys across the developing world 
found that the higher the level of female education, the lower is desired family 
size and the greater the success in achieving it (Schultz 1993). Further, each 
additional year of a mother’s schooling cuts the expected infant mortality rate 
by 5–10 percent (table 3.1). 

The impact of education on women’s health and bodily integrity 
Higher levels of education play an important role in promoting health. Studies 
have found that only at secondary or higher levels of schooling does education 
have a significant beneficial effect on women’s own health outcomes, for risks 
of disease, and their attitudes toward female genital cutting (Malhotra, Pande, 
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and Grown 2003). Higher levels of education—six years or more—always have 
a positive effect on a woman’s use of prenatal and delivery services and postna-
tal care, and the effect is always much larger than the effect of lower levels of 
schooling (Elo 1992; Bhatia and Cleland 1995; Govindasamy 2000).4 

Profiles of nine African countries found that the traditional practice of 
female genital cutting was more prevalent among uneducated than among 
educated women (Population Reference Bureau 2001). Women with primary 
or no education are more likely to have been cut than those who have received 
secondary instruction. In the Central African Republic, for example, 48 per-
cent of women with no education and 45 percent with primary education have 
been cut, while only 23 percent of women with secondary education have been 
subjected to the practice. Another study by the World Health Organization 
(WHO 1998a) reports that in Côte d’Ivoire, 55 percent of uneducated women 
had been cut, compared with 24 percent of women with a primary or higher 
level of education. 

Women’s education also affects their attitude toward the genital cutting of 
their daughters. A study in Egypt found that women who had some second-
ary education were four times more likely to oppose female genital cutting in 
general and for their daughters and granddaughters than were women who had 
never completed primary school (El-Gibaly and others 1999). In Burkina Faso 
a study found that 78 percent of girls whose mothers had not graduated from 
primary school had been cut compared with 48 percent of girls whose mothers 
had received some secondary education (WHO 1998a). 

Education is also strongly related to women’s age at marriage. Girls with 
fewer than seven years of schooling are more likely to be married by age 18 
than those with higher levels of schooling (Population Reference Bureau 2000). 

Table 3.1
Total fertility rate 

and desired family 
size by years of 

schooling, by region: 
averages for countries 

with World Fertility 
Surveys in the 1970s 

Source: Schultz 1993.

Years of schooling Total fertility rate Desired family size

Africa (8 countries)

7 or more 5.0 5.0

4–6 6.2 5.9

1–3 7.2 6.4

0 7.0 6.9

Latin America (13 countries)

7 or more 3.2 3.7

4–6 4.8 4.2

1–3 6.2 4.7

0 6.8 4.8

Asia and Oceania (13 countries)

7 or more 3.9 4.0

4–6 5.8 4.2

1–3 6.4 4.3

0 7.0 5.4
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Enrollment of young women in secondary school is inversely related to the pro-
portion of girls married before the age of 18 (figure 3.1). Other multicountry 
studies confirm that girls who drop out of school and marry in their early teens 
typically begin childbearing before their bodies are mature and continue with 
closely spaced births. The result is high mortality among both children and 
mothers. Evidence also consistently shows that women with less than primary 
schooling tend to marry earlier, bear children earlier, and have more children 
than women who have completed primary schooling (Herz and Measham 1987; 
Ainsworth, Beegle, and Nyamete 1996). Early marriage is also associated with 
women’s lack of bargaining power and decisionmaking in the household.

There is a similar relationship between higher levels of education and the 
incidence of violence against women. Female education can reduce violence 
against girls and women and enhance their control over their own bodies 
(although it does not eliminate violence). A recent analysis of Demographic 
and Health Survey (ORC-Macro 2004) data from Cambodia, Colombia, 
India, and Nicaragua finds that women with more education are less likely to 
report ever having experienced violence (Kishor and Johnson 2004).5 In the 
Dominican Republic, Egypt, Peru, and Zambia the highest rates of violence 
were found among women with primary education and the lowest rates among 
women with secondary or higher education (Kishor and Johnson 2004).

The impact of education on women’s vulnerability to HIV/AIDS
The HIV infection rate in many developing countries is growing fastest among 
teenage girls and young adult women. Education for girls may be critical for 
breaking that pattern, by increasing their understanding of risks and their 
capacity to avoid them. Primary education has a significant positive impact on 
knowledge of HIV prevention and condom use, but secondary education has 
an even greater impact (Global Campaign for Education 2004). As Herz and 
Sperling (2004, p. 35) explain, “Girls who attend school are far more likely to 

Figure 3.1
The rate of early 

marriage falls 
with higher girls’ 

enrollment in 
secondary school

Share of women 

married by age 18 (%)

Source: Mathur, Greene, 
and Malhotra 2003.
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understand the risks involved in risky behavior, not believe the myths associ-
ated with sex, and (in the case of good school programs) even know effective 
refusal tactics in difficult sexual situations.” 

A 32-country study found that women with postprimary education are 
five times more likely than illiterate women to know facts about HIV/AIDS. 
For example, literate women are three times less likely than illiterate women 
to think that a healthy-looking person cannot be HIV-positive and four times 
less likely to believe that there is no way to avoid AIDS (Vandemoortele and 
Delmonica 2000). Another study in rural Uganda found that during the 1990s 
people who finished secondary education were seven times less likely to con-
tract HIV—and those who finished primary education half as likely—as those 
who received little or no schooling (De Walque 2002). 

It must be noted, however, that because sexual assaults of adolescent girls 
also occur at secondary schools, schools need to be made safer so that these 
education benefits can accrue.

Intergenerational effects of girls’ education
Education of girls and mothers leads to sustained increases in educational 
attainment from one generation to the next. Multiple studies find that a moth-
er’s level of education has a strong positive effect on her daughters’ enroll-
ment—more than on sons and significantly more than the effect of fathers’ 
education on daughters (Lavy 1996; Ridker 1997; King and Bellew 1991; Lil-
lard and Willis 1994; Alderman and King 1998; Kambhapati and Pal 2001; 
Parker and Pederzini 2000; Bhalla, Saigal, and Basu 2003). Further, the more 
educated a mother is, the stronger the effects. A study by the Inter-American 
Development Bank (1998) finds that in Latin America 15-year-old children 
whose mothers have some secondary schooling will remain in school for two 
to three more years than the children of mothers with less than four years of 
education.

Improving educational opportunities for girls, therefore, is essential to 
improving the next generation’s educational outcomes. But to what extent 
does providing educational opportunities to uneducated or illiterate mothers 
of young children today facilitate better education outcomes in the current 
generation? Although limited, information on this question suggests that adult 
literacy programs for women are beneficial to themselves and their children. 

A longitudinal study in Nepal concluded that women’s literacy programs 
contributed to women’s overall empowerment through improvements in their 
reproductive health and participation in income-generating and community 
and political activities (Burchfield 1997). They also positively affected chil-
dren’s education and family health. The women in the sample who did not 
participate in adult literacy programs were poorer, less active in community 
activities, less knowledgeable about several health and political related issues, 
and less likely to send their children to school.6 Another longitudinal study in 
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Bolivia found that NGO literacy programs had a significant positive impact 
on women’s social and economic development (Burchfield and others 2002). 
Taking into account factors such as education level, marital status, locality, 
and home material possessions, the study found that participants in literacy 
programs showed greater gains in reading skills than individuals in the control 
group and were better able to help their children with homework. At the same 
time, few women were reading to their young children, and the program had 
little impact on women’s involvement in their children’s school. 

Progress toward gender equality in education, 1990–2000
Gender parity in access to schooling is the first step toward gender equality 
in education. However, the world is still far from achieving gender parity in 
enrollment and completion rates, particularly in secondary school. Worldwide, 
it is estimated that 54–57 percent of all out-of-school children are girls.7 In 
South Asia girls constitute two-thirds of all out of school children (UNESCO 
2004).

There are two indicators for tracking progress toward gender parity in edu-
cation: the ratio of girls to boys in primary, secondary, and tertiary education 
and the ratio of literate females to males ages 15–24. Although enrollment rates 
are important indicators of educational inputs, school completion rates are a 
better proxy for outcomes (Bruns, Mingat, and Rakotomala 2003). For this 
reason, this section reports on both enrollment and completion rates. The liter-
acy indicator, which was chosen to reflect the performance of the national edu-
cation system and the quality of the human resources, is problematic because 
countries differ in their definition of literacy and in how they collect data on 
this indicator. Thus the literacy indicator is not included in the analysis of 
progress described here, although it is shown in appendix table A1.10 to assess 
progress toward the target for Goal 3.

Primary school enrollment and completion
All regions except South Asia and Sub-Saharan Africa had enrollment ratios 
close to parity in 2000 (table 3.2). While the gender gap has not closed in 
these two regions, both experienced a 10 percent or more increase in girls’ gross 
enrollment rates over the past decade, from 79.5 percent to 96.6 percent in 
South Asia and from 68.1 percent to 87.1 percent in Sub-Saharan Africa (table 
3.3). It is encouraging to see that the convergence toward parity in primary 
school has occurred mainly through increases in girls’ gross enrollment rates.8 
At this rate of progress, the task force believes that gender parity in primary 
enrollment is attainable with appropriate public policy and investments. 

While the trends are positive, several countries are likely to miss both the 
2005 and 2015 targets. Projections are that 19 of 133 countries will still have 
primary enrollment ratios in the 0.70–0.89 range in 2005. By 2015, 21 countries 
are expected to have girls’ to boys’ primary enrollment ratios below 0.9. Of these, 
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12 are in Sub-Saharan Africa, which should be viewed as a “priority” region for 
interventions.9 (Projection results are reported in detail in appendix table A1.7.) 

The picture is less hopeful for primary school completion.10 In 1990, with the 
exception of Latin America and the Caribbean, boys completed primary school at 
a higher rate than girls in all regions (table 3.4). Overall, boys’ primary comple-
tion rates were more than 7 percentage points ahead of girls’, although this varied 
by region. In South Asia the difference was almost 14 percentage points in favor 
of boys, while in the Middle East and North Africa and Europe and Central Asia, 
boys’ completion rates were about 11 percentage points ahead of girls’.

Despite these gender gaps, there have been improvements in girls’ comple-
tion rates in all regions. The biggest improvement has been in Europe and 
Central Asia, where the difference between girls’ and boys’ completion rates 
declined from 11 percentage points to 2 percentage points.11 This narrowing of 
the gender gap was due mostly to increases in girls’ completion rates, except in 
South Asia and the Middle East and North Africa, where slight drops in boys’ 
completion rates have contributed to improved parity.

In absolute levels, completion rates for both boys and girls are still low, par-
ticularly in the Middle East and North Africa, South Asia, and Sub-Saharan 
Africa. School dropout is a major problem (discussed below).

Secondary school enrollment and completion
Across the world there is greater variation in enrollment rates at the second-
ary level than at the primary level (table 3.5). Once again, South Asia and 

Table 3.2
Gender parity in 

primary school gross 
enrollment rates, 

1990 and 2000
Gender parity index

 
Source: UNESCO 2004.

Region 1990 2000

Developed countries 0.99 0.99

East Asia and Pacific 0.95 0.97

Europe and Central Asia 0.98 0.98

Latin America and the Caribbean 0.98 0.97

Middle East and North Africa 0.86 0.92

South Asia 0.77 0.89

Sub-Saharan Africa 0.80 0.86

Table 3.3
Primary school gross 

enrollment rates by 
sex, 1990 and 2000

Percent
 

Source: UNESCO 2004.

1990 2000

Region Male Female Male Female

Developed countries 102.2 102.2 104.4 104.1

East Asia and Pacific 105.5 101.1 107.2 104

Europe and Central Asia 95.4 94.3 99.8 98

Latin America and the Caribbean 100.0 98.9 113.0 111.0

Middle East and North Africa 93.9 82.4 97.6 91.3

South Asia 100.0 79.5 107.0 96.6

Sub-Saharan Africa 81.4 68.1 99.3 87.1
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Sub-Saharan Africa fare poorly, with girls’ to boys’ gross enrollment ratios 
below 0.90. East Asia and Pacific, Europe and Central Asia, and the Middle 
East and North Africa have a gender parity ratio above 0.90. Latin America 
and the Caribbean and developed countries have reverse gender gaps.

A closer look at the numbers, however, shows that girls’ enrollment rates 
are still fairly low in most regions (table 3.6). Although 78 of 149 countries for 
which there are data have girls’ to boys’ secondary enrollment ratios of 1.0 or 
greater in 2000, only 33 of the 78 countries have female enrollment rates above 
90 percent. The female secondary enrollment rate is 47.1 percent in South Asia 
and only 29.7 percent in Sub-Saharan Africa.

Projections show that 24 of 118 countries are expected to have gender par-
ity ratios in secondary education below 0.90 in 2005 (appendix table A1.8). 
Projections for 2015 show that the number of countries with ratios below 0.90 
will rise to 27.12 These results suggest that achieving gender parity at high lev-
els of enrollment will take concerted national and international action.

Data on secondary school completion rates are scarce. The World Educa-
tion Indicators program, a collaboration between the UNESCO Institute for 
Statistics and the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 
(OECD), gathers data on upper secondary graduation rates from 26 OECD 
countries and 19 middle-income countries. With such a highly constrained 
sample, the inferences that can be drawn for developing countries are fairly 
limited, but it is noteworthy that female completion rates and total completion 
rates are below 50 percent for all 19 middle-income countries in the sample. 

Differences within countries 
The regional averages reported above often mask variations within countries 
arising from differences in geography, ethnicity, or wealth. Recent studies point 
to a high correlation between household income and education demand (table 
3.7). Filmer and Pritchett (1999), for instance, find that in Senegal enrollment 
of 6- to 14-year-olds is 52 percent lower for the poorest households than for 
the richest households. The difference is 48.8 percent in Benin and 36 percent 
in Zambia. 

In many countries gender and wealth effects interact, and the outcome is 
almost always to the disadvantage of the girls. This trend is particularly visible 

Table 3.4
Primary school 

completion rates by 
sex, 1990 and 2000

Percent
 

Source: World Bank 2004f. 

1990 2000

Region Male Female Male Female

East Asia and Pacific 88.8 85.4 91.2 90.9

Europe and Central Asia 96.0 85.7 95.6 93.9

Latin America and the Caribbean 83.4 86.7 85.7 88.6

Middle East and North Africa 82.6 71.7 80.5 72.3

South Asia 94.9 81.0 87.8 81.3

Sub-Saharan Africa 56.2 46.2 56.9 51.9
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in Egypt, India, Morocco, and Niger (Filmer 1999). In India, for example, 
there is a 2.5 percentage point difference in enrollment between girls and boys 
for the richest households, but a 24 percentage point difference for the poorest 
households (table 3.7).

In the majority of 41 countries with appropriate data, gender parity dete-
riorates with declining household income.13 In 13 countries, however, the girls’ 
to boys’ enrollment ratio is higher in poorer households than richer households 
(Ghana, Bangladesh, Kenya, Madagascar, Namibia, Dominican Republic, Haiti, 
Nicaragua, Indonesia, Philippines, Brazil, Kazakhstan, and Colombia).14

Education and gender in countries in conflict
UNESCO (2004) reports that half of the 104 million out-of-school children, 
two-thirds of them girls, live in countries in the midst of or recovering from 
armed conflict. Of the 17 Sub-Saharan African countries in which enrollment 
declined in the 1990s, 6 are countries affected by or recovering from conflict 
(Angola, Burundi, Democratic Republic of the Congo, Liberia, Sierra Leone, 
and Somalia). Of the 14 Sub-Saharan African countries with very low girls’ to 
boys’ enrollment ratios, 3 are currently in conflict (Burundi, Côte d’Ivoire, and 
Liberia) and 2 are recovering from it (Ethiopia and Mozambique; UNESCO 
2004). Armed conflict particularly disrupts the education of girls, who may be 
forced to care for younger siblings as mothers become more engaged in survival 
and livelihood activities, or who are not allowed to go to school because of fear 
of rape, abduction, and sexual exploitation. 

Table 3.5
Gender parity in 

secondary school 
gross enrollment 

rates, 1990 and 2000
Gender parity index

 
Source: UNESCO 2004.

Region 1990 2000

Developed countries 1.02 1.03

East Asia and Pacific 0.88 0.95

Europe and Central Asia 0.99 0.99

Latin America and the Caribbean 1.14 1.07

Middle East and North Africa 0.87 0.96

South Asia 0.64 0.86

Sub-Saharan Africa 0.68 0.77

Table 3.6
Secondary school 
gross enrollment 

rates, by sex, 
1990 and 2000

Percent

 
Source: UNESCO 2004.

1990 2000

Region Male Female Male Female

Developed countries 95.9 97.9 112.3 117.0

East Asia and Pacific 46.4 43.2 64.3 63.7

Europe and Central Asia 83.2 83.0 85.8 85.2

Latin America and the Caribbean 49.2 54.5 77.5 82.5

Middle East and North Africa 58.2 52.7 69.1 68.7

South Asia 50.1 35.3 53.7 47.1

Sub-Saharan Africa 24.9 19.4 35.6 29.7
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Table 3.7
Enrollment rates and 

ratios of 6- to 14-year-
olds by wealth and sex

Percent
 

Note: For countries in bold type, 
the girls’ to boys’ enrollment 
ratio is higher in poorer than 

in richer households.

 
Source: Filmer 1999.

Male Female Parity ratio

Country Year Rich Poor Rich Poor Rich Poor

Benin 1996 84.7 33.2 60.3 14.2 0.71 0.43

Burkina Faso 1992–93 70.2 18.7 56.2 9.9 0.80 0.53

Cameroon 1991 93.6 55.9 90.6 42.5 0.97 0.76

Central African Republic 1994–95 83.3 50.8 78.0 28.7 0.94 0.56

Chad 1998 64.2 30.4 50.2 14.2 0.78 0.47

Côte d’Ivoire 1994 84.6 38.6 64.2 24.9 0.76 0.65

Ghana 1993 93.6 70.3 88.1 68.2 0.94 0.97

Mali 1995–96 68.1 14.4 56.1 7.9 0.82 0.55

Niger 1997 58.7 14.9 51.2 8.1 0.87 0.54

Senegal 1992–93 71.0 17.8 60.3 10.0 0.85 0.56

Togo 1998 94.7 67.6 80.3 50.0 0.85 0.74

Egypt 1995–96 95.2 77.9 95.7 56.5 1.01 0.73

Morocco 1992 94.4 38.5 84.5 14.4 0.90 0.37

Bangladesh 1996–97 86.0 65.6 80.9 68.0 0.94 1.04

India 1992–93 95.4 61.4 92.9 37.5 0.97 0.61

Nepal 1996 90.1 73.3 81.5 49.8 0.90 0.68

Pakistan 1990–91 85.8 50.0 85.4 21.3 1.00 0.43

Comoros 1996 78.8 45.5 68.4 32.7 0.87 0.72

Kenya 1998 94.0 86.2 90.2 87.6 0.96 1.02

Madagascar 1997 90.5 46.5 89.5 47.1 0.99 1.01

Malawi 1996 93.0 88.7 93.6 85.4 1.01 0.96

Mozambique 1997 77.6 51.2 77.8 36.4 1.00 0.71

Namibia 1992 93.0 81.9 90.8 86.0 0.98 1.05

Rwanda 1992 65.0 46.5 65.0 45.3 1.00 0.97

Tanzania 1996 62.8 40.0 64.0 39.6 1.02 0.99

Uganda 1995 83.5 64.1 81.9 53.8 0.98 0.84

Zambia 1996–97 85.3 49.7 84.4 48.0 0.99 0.97

Zimbabwe 1994 92.6 82.2 92.9 80.0 1.00 0.97

Dominican Republic 1996 98.3 87.7 97.3 89.9 0.99 1.03

Guatemala 1995 91.2 51.3 90.5 41.7 0.99 0.81

Haiti 1994–95 93.6 55.5 86.8 54.9 0.93 0.99

Nicaragua 1998 90.8 61.4 94.9 66.4 1.05 1.08

Indonesia 1997 95.1 79.4 94.9 81.5 1.00 1.03

Philippines 1998 95.0 75.5 94.6 82.5 1.00 1.09

Bolivia 1997 99.1 89.7 96.5 85.8 0.97 0.96

Brazil 1996 99.4 87.7 96.4 89.4 0.97 1.02

Colombia 1995 98.7 79.1 96.5 82.7 0.98 1.05

Peru 1996 94.7 87.0 94.4 84.5 1.00 0.97

Kazakhstan 1995 84.0 85.5 83.6 86.0 1.00 1.01

Turkey 1993 83.7 68.0 76.6 53.6 0.92 0.79

Uzbekistan 1996 78.4 79.6 83.8 80.8 1.07 1.02
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Learning differentials
Despite problems with international literacy data (described more fully in 
chapter 10), it is apparent that large gender gaps exist in adult literacy in many 
countries. In 2000 the adult literacy rate in developing countries was 66 per-
cent for women and 81 percent for men (UNESCO 2004). Less than half of 
all adult women were literate in the Middle East and North Africa (48 percent) 
and South Asia (44 percent). And in Sub-Saharan Africa the female adult lit-
eracy rate was 52 percent. In 2000, the gender parity ratio in the three regions 
ranged from below 0.7 to 0.75. 

The costs of gender inequality in education to productivity and 
economic growth 
Research on education and economic growth has shown that failing to invest 
in girls’ education lowers gross national product (GNP) (Knowles, Lorgelly, 
and Owen 2002; Klasen 2001). Hill and King (1995) estimate that, every-
thing else being equal, countries in which the ratio of girls’ to boys’ enrollment 
in primary or secondary education is less than 0.75 can expect levels of GNP 
that are roughly 25 percent lower than countries in which there is less gender 
disparity in enrollments. 

More recently, Abu-Ghaida and Klasen (2002) report that countries that 
fail to meet the goal of gender parity in education will face considerable costs, 
both in forgone economic growth and in reductions in fertility, child mortal-
ity, and malnutrition. And without appropriate action, these costs will increase 
over time. They estimate that countries that are off-track in female primary and 
secondary school enrollment might lose 0.1–0.3 percentage point in annual 
economic growth between 1995 and 2005 and an average of 0.4 percentage 
point between 2005 and 2015. 

Interventions to increase gender parity in primary and secondary 
education
Current efforts must be scaled up in order to meet the target date for Goal 3 of 
eliminating gender disparities in primary and secondary education, preferably 
by 2005 and at all levels no later than 2015. The insights and lessons learned 
in the past two decades of experimenting with a range of interventions (Sub-
rahmanian 2002) must be applied and the interventions brought to scale in 
the next 12 years.

There are few rigorous evaluations of which interventions have the great-
est impact on increasing girls’ participation in secondary education, and more 
research is needed to fill gaps in current knowledge. But there is ample under-
standing of how to remedy the problem of girls’ low enrollments. Herz and 
Sperling (2004) identify four approaches that increase girls’ participation in 
primary school that can also be applied to secondary school. These strategies 
have all been effective in a variety of countries:
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• Making girls’ schooling more affordable by reducing fees and offering 
targeted scholarships.

• Building schools close to girls’ homes, involving the community in 
school management, and allowing flexible scheduling.

• Making schools girl-friendly by improving the safety of schools, the 
design of facilities (such as latrines for girls), and instituting policies 
that promote girls’ attendance (such as permitting married adolescents 
to attend). 

• Improving the quality of education by training more female teachers for 
the secondary level, providing gender-sensitive textbooks, and develop-
ing a curriculum for girls that is strong in math and sciences and that 
projects gender equality. 

Within countries these interventions must give highest priority to mar-
ginalized and excluded populations of girls, such as those who belong to eth-
nic minority groups or who live in poor communities. Many of the national 
averages on girls’ enrollment and completion rates mask the disadvantage that 
excluded groups continue to face. In Latin American countries, for example, 
it is particularly important to invest in the education of girls from poor house-
holds and indigenous populations, where participation remains low. 

Making schools affordable
There are two ways to make school affordable for poor families: by eliminating 
user fees and other school fees to reduce direct costs and by providing incentives 
to families to send their girls to school, for instance, through scholarships, take-
home rations programs, or other means. Eliminating or substantially reducing 
school fees has resulted in increases in primary enrollment, particularly for girls. 
When free schooling was introduced in Uganda in 1997, primary school enroll-
ment nearly doubled from 3.4 million to 5.7 million children, rising to 6.5 mil-
lion by 1999. Total girls’ enrollment increased from 63 percent to 83 percent, 
while enrollment among the poorest fifth of girls rose from 46 percent to 82 
percent (World Bank 2002c). In Tanzania the elimination of primary school 
fees in 2002 resulted in additional enrollment of 1.5 million students (Coalition 
for Health and Education Rights 2002). Abolishing user, uniform, and other 
fees is important for ensuring that girls’ attend and complete school.15

Scholarship programs have also been effective in boosting adolescent girls’ 
enrollment and retention rates. Bangladesh launched a nationwide stipend pro-
gram in 1994 for girls in secondary schools, including all madrasas (religious 
schools). The program has had a substantial impact on girls’ enrollment, par-
ticularly in rural areas (box 3.1; UNESCO 2004; World Bank 2001a). In Tan-
zania a scholarship program for girls significantly increased their enrollment in 
secondary school. The program was subsequently extended to boys. 

Cambodia established a national program of scholarships for girls and eth-
nic minorities to encourage the transition from primary to secondary school 
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and from secondary to postsecondary education. The scholarship is not only 
for newly enrolled girls but also girls who are at risk of dropping out because 
of high costs. It covers tuition, board, and lodging for those who need it most. 
Though the program has not yet been systematically evaluated, a pilot girls’ 
scholarship program in four districts of Kompon Cham province had a 90–95 
percent success rate for enrollment and retention (UNESCO 2004).

Some programs provide cash grants to poor households with school-age 
children. Grants are conditional on regular school attendance. The programs 
aim to increase enrollment and attendance by compensating households for 
the direct and opportunity costs of sending children to school. Such programs 

Box 3.1
The Bangladesh 

Female Secondary 
School Assistance 
Program increases 

girls’ enrollment

 
Source: Herz and Sperling 

2004; Orlando 2004; 
Filmer, Prouty, and Winter 

2002; UNESCO 2004.

Bangladesh’s Female Secondary School Assistance Program began in 1994, building on 

earlier NGO efforts begun in 1982. Its purpose was to increase rural girls’ enrollment 

and retention in secondary school, assist them in passing their Senior School Certificate 

examination, and enhance their employment opportunities. The program:

• Provides scholarships to girls in grades 6–12 living outside the metropolitan areas 

of Bangladesh covering full tuition, exam costs, text books, school supplies, uni-

forms, and transport.

• Increases the number of female teachers in secondary schools.

• Educates communities on the importance of girls’ education and encourages par-

ents to get involved through parent education committees.

• Improves school infrastructure.

• Reforms curricula and adds occupational skills training to have immediate applica-

tion in labor markets. 

In 1991/92 only 27 percent of girls enrolled and only 5 percent of those completed 

secondary school. In 2002 girls accounted for 54 percent of all secondary school enroll-

ments in the program areas. Their attendance and achievement also improved, surpass-

ing those of boys: in 2002, attendance was 91 percent for girls and 86 percent for boys, 

and 89 percent of girls obtained passing marks in year-end exams compared with 81 

percent of boys. 

The program has steadily extended its coverage, and by 2002 it was supporting 5,000 

schools in the 118 poorest rural districts. The number of girls receiving scholarships 

increased from 197,000 in 1994 to 875,858 in 1999. The requirements for eligibility and 

continuation of the scholarship are regular attendance (at least 75 percent of total school 

days), maintaining a minimum 45 percent in the yearly and half-yearly exams, and being 

unmarried. The annual stipend ranges from $12 for grade 6 to $36 for grade 10 and is 

awarded directly to the girls through their own banking account. This feature aims to teach 

girls about banking practices and to give them saving habits.

The program also sought to recruit more female teachers, setting a target of 40 percent 

of new teachers. By 2002 this target was almost achieved. The program also upgraded 

school infrastructure, to make it more friendly to girls. By 2002, 3,667 latrines and 3,652 

tubewells had been built. Between 1994 and 2002, 3,080 girls received occupational 

skills training that prepared them to enter the labor market. The program had one other 

significant impact: between 1994 and 2000 the proportion of married girls dropped from 

29 percent to 14 percent among girls ages 13–15 and from 72 percent to 64 percent 

among girls ages 16–19.
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simultaneously raise the immediate incomes of impoverished families and help 
to educate poor children. Conditional cash transfer programs are well estab-
lished in Mexico (Progresa, now called Oportunidades), Brazil (Bolsa Escola), 
and Bangladesh (Food for Education). Mexico’s Progresa provides cash trans-
fers to poor households in marginal rural areas conditional on children attend-
ing school regularly (box 3.2). It has increased enrollment rates at the primary 
level and even more at the secondary level, especially for girls. Such programs 
are also in place or under development in Argentina, Chile, Colombia, Ecua-
dor, Honduras, Jamaica, Nicaragua, and Turkey (Morley and Cody 2003). 
School-feeding and take-home rations programs also provide incentives for 
school enrollment and retention. These programs have demonstrated effects in 
boosting girls’ enrollments at the primary level, but they are not widely imple-
mented at the secondary level (IFPRI 2001). 

Reducing the distance to school 
Decreasing the distance to school encourages girls’ enrollment and attendance, 
by alleviating concerns for safety and reputation. Research in such diverse 
countries as Ghana, India, Malaysia, Peru, and the Philippines indicates that 
distance matters for all children, but especially for girls (Sipahimanlani 1999; 
Lavy 1996; Gertler and Glewwe 1992; King and Lillard 1987). Providing 
schools within local communities has been shown to substantially increase 
enrollments for girls in Egypt, Indonesia, and several Sub-Saharan African 
countries. In Egypt, following a campaign to construct rural primary schools, 
girls’ enrollment grew 23 percent, while boys’ enrollments grew 18 percent 
(Duflo 2001; Rugh 2000; Filmer 1999).

Improving safety and infrastructure 
Schools also need to be safe places for girls. This includes freedom from harass-
ment from male peers and from the predatory behavior of male teachers (Lloyd 
and Mensch 1999). In Rajasthan, India, community initiatives led to the for-
mation of the Shikshakarmi Project, which appoints a female helper to escort 

Box 3.2
Cash for education 

programs—
Mexico’s Progresa

Source: ILO/UNCTAD 
Advisory Group 2001; 

Morley and Coady 
2003; Skoufias and 

McClafferty 2003. 

Progresa, the largest cash for education program in Latin America, reaches 2.6 million 

households, or 40 percent of rural families. The Mexican government, concerned by evi-

dence showing that girls tend to drop out at very high rates after primary school, initiated 

the program in 1997. Progresa’s grant schedule awards increasingly higher payments 

for girls to attend secondary school. In grade 7 boys receive 240 pesos a month, while 

girls receive 250 pesos a month; in grade 8 boys receive 250 pesos a month, while girls 

receive 285 pesos a month, and so forth. The program increased girls’ primary school 

enrollment by 0.96–1.45 percentage points from an initial level of about 93 percent. At 

the secondary level, where girls’ enrollment rates before the program were 67 percent, 

girls’ enrollment rose by 3.5–5.8 percentage points.

Decreasing 

the distance 
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encourages 

girls’ enrollment 

and attendance
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girls to and from school and provide care during school hours. According to 
Jain (2003), this has increased girls’ attendance rates. In countries where par-
ents are apprehensive about sending girls (especially postpuberty) to school if 
it involves contact with male teachers or students, girls-only secondary school 
might be an option (Jha and Subrahmanian 2004).

Although ministries of education have been slow to address gender-based 
violence systematically throughout their school systems, NGO efforts have 
emerged in countries around the world to counter gender-based violence in 
schools. They offer workshops, theater, and a range of other program activities 
for students on destructive gender norms and violence and attempt to shape 
positive, nonviolent masculine and feminine identities. These efforts, which 
have mostly been limited to individual schools, are gaining popularity. They 
need to be rigorously evaluated and, if proven effective, expanded throughout 
school systems. 

Another minimal but essential step toward making schools hospitable 
environments for girls is providing private latrine facilities. Experience across 
30 African countries, for example, indicates that a majority of young women 
do not attend school when they are menstruating if there are no private latrine 
facilities to enable them to care for personal hygiene (Forum for African 
Women Educationalists 2001; World Bank 1996, 2001b). 

Opportunity costs for girls’ education that arise from their large burden of 
household chores can be addressed in a variety of ways. Some measures reduce 
the need for girls’ work: providing day-care centers and preschools for younger 
siblings or for students’ children, or improving the supply of accessible water and 
fuel. Changing policies to permit married and pregnant adolescents to attend 
school can also promote girls’ attendance, as in Botswana, Guinea, Kenya, 
Malawi, and Zamiba (UNESCO 2004). Other measures—such as flexible 
school schedules—enable girls to pursue an education while meeting household 
responsibilities. Take-home food rations for the families of school-attending 
girls can offset the loss to the household of the girls’ labor. Flexible schedules, 
double sessions, and evening school hours have been introduced in Bangladesh, 
China, India, Morocco, and Pakistan (Herz and others 1995). There do not 
appear to be any programs designed to transfer some of the domestic burden to 
boys, although countries should consider this as another option.

Improving the quality of education
Girls and their families may find little reason to attend school if the curriculum 
or their teachers or counselors convey the message that girls are less important 
than boys or if the school tracks girls into fields of study or training for low-
paid occupations considered appropriate for females. Analyses of textbooks in 
the Middle East, Asia, and Africa consistently find heavily stereotyped mate-
rial, with women portrayed as subordinate and passive and men as intelligent, 
leaders, and dominant (Lloyd and Mensch 1999; Herz and Sperling 2004). 
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Many developing countries also practice gender tracking in secondary school, 
directing girls away from math and science (Herz and others 1995). Teaching 
practices—such as giving boys more opportunities than girls to ask and answer 
questions, to use learning material, and to lead groups—may further discour-
age girls (UNICEF 2002). Several countries in Africa and Asia are beginning 
to use gender sensitivity training for teachers and administrators to encourage 
girls’ participation (UNICEF 2001).

Providing female teachers for girls may address some security concerns as well 
as provide useful role models. International cross-section data suggest a positive 
correlation between gender parity in enrollment and the proportion of female 
teachers (Herz and others 1995). Qualified female teachers are in short supply, 
however. Young women are now being recruited, particularly in rural areas. Their 
lack of educational qualification may be compensated for by their knowledge of 
and commitment to local communities (Herz and Sperling 2004).

Educating illiterate women
A large body of evidence shows that providing education for uneducated or 
illiterate mothers of young children can facilitate better education outcomes 
for their children. Support to literacy programs for adult women can be an 
important complement to interventions to increase access and retention rates 
of children in school. Adult literacy programs, especially when combined with 
the acquisition of other skills relevant to the learner, may be particularly use-
ful where there are pockets of undereducated women, such as among ethnic 
minorities and indigenous communities. 
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Guarantee sexual and 
reproductive health and rights

Achieving Goal 3 requires guaranteeing women’s and girls’ sexual and repro-
ductive health and rights.1 Currently, their reproductive health status is 
poor, and their sexual and reproductive rights are not fully realized in many 
countries. Maternal mortality rates are high, and women’s chances of dying 
of pregnancy-related complications are almost 50 times higher in develop-
ing countries than in developed countries. Women’s unmet need for contra-
ception is also high. One-fifth of married women in the Middle East and 
North Africa and one-quarter in Sub-Saharan Africa are unable to access 
the contraception they need. Women are also more vulnerable to sexually 
transmitted infections, particularly HIV/AIDS. Today, women and girls 
make up almost half the infected population ages 15–49 worldwide, and 
in Sub-Saharan Africa the rate is close to 60 percent. Adolescent girls are 
particularly disadvantaged in all of these aspects of sexual and reproductive 
health. Adolescent fertility rates remain high, and young women have higher 
chances of suffering from complications at birth. They also have a higher 
unmet need for contraception and higher HIV infection rates, particularly 
in Sub-Saharan Africa. 

Necessary actions to address these problems are ensuring universal access 
to sexual and reproductive health services through the primary healthcare 
system, providing women and girls with full access to sexual and reproduc-
tive health information, and fulfilling all the commitments in the Cairo 
Programme of Action of the UN International Conference on Population 
and Development of 1994. Interventions are needed within and outside the 
health system. At a minimum national public health systems must provide 
quality family planning, emergency obstetric services, safe abortions (where 
legal), postabortion care, interventions to reduce malnutrition and anemia, 
and programs to prevent and treat sexually transmitted infections, including 
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HIV. Outside the health system sexuality education programs are needed to 
lay the foundation for improved sexual and reproductive health outcomes. 
Ultimately, these interventions must be supported by an enabling policy and 
political environment that guarantees women’s and girls’ sexual and reproduc-
tive rights. Current threats to those rights must be opposed if Goal 3 is to be 
achieved.

Why guaranteeing sexual and reproductive health and rights is a 
strategic priority 
Goal 4 on child mortality, Goal 5 on maternal mortality, and Goal 6 on HIV/
AIDS cover only limited aspects of sexual and reproductive health and rights. 
Yet, a large body of evidence shows that sexual and reproductive health and 
rights are central to women’s ability to build their capabilities, take advan-
tage of economic and political opportunities, and control their destinies.2 For 
this reason, the task force has identified guaranteeing sexual and reproductive 
health and rights as a strategic priority for achieving gender equality and the 
empowerment of women. 

Today, these rights are threatened by actions to limit and withdraw fund-
ing from effective reproductive health programs, censor or distort information 
and research on comprehensive health interventions and issues, and renege 
on previous international agreements on sexual and reproductive health and 
rights. Such actions threaten the progress of the last 10 years in improving 
women’s reproductive health and may worsen the reproductive health status of 
poor women around the world. 

Links between reproductive health and other domains of gender equality
Sexual and reproductive health and rights are important for gender equal-
ity in education and access to economic resources, as well as for women’s 
empowerment.

Education. The links between secondary education and reproductive health are 
discussed in chapter 3. Note, too, that early marriage reduces girls’ access to 
education and that anticipation of an early marriage often precludes secondary 
education for girls (Huq and Amin 2001). 

Economic resources. Access to reproductive health is often a precondition for 
access to economic assets and resources and opportunities to employ them 
productively. For example, access to family planning allows women to bal-
ance the size of their family and timing of their children with their need and 
desire to earn income, as many studies have shown. The ability to control their 
fertility also allows women to seek additional education or training, prepares 
them for better employment, and permits them to take part in other desirable 
activities such as community affairs (Family Health International 1998). For 
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example, research has shown that women who begin childbearing before age 
20 complete less schooling than women who delay having children until their 
20s (Johns Hopkins School of Public Health 1999a).

Women’s economic status can in turn affect reproductive health outcomes. 
Women’s economic dependency makes them more vulnerable to HIV and 
other sexually transmitted infections. Research from around the world has 
shown that when women are economically vulnerable, they are less able to 
negotiate the use of condoms or other forms of safer sex, less likely to be able 
to leave a relationship that they perceive to be risky, and more likely to increase 
their risk by exchanging sex with multiple partners for money or goods (Rao 
Gupta and Weiss 1994).

Empowerment. Having the ability to make strategic life choices is central to 
empowerment. Whether to have children, when to have them, how many to 
have, and which sexual partners to have are central choices in everyone’s life, 
but particularly in women’s lives because they bear the responsibility for bio-
logical and social reproduction. Providing women the opportunity to make 
those decisions is one pathway to empowerment. This is why the human rights 
conventions guarantee women the right to control their fertility and sexual-
ity (UN 1994). Without this right women cannot realize their other rights—
whether to obtain an education, work outside the home, run for office, or 
participate in the cultural life of their community.

Status of women’s sexual and reproductive health and rights 
Maternal health and sexually transmitted infections. Each year half a million 
women die of preventable complications of pregnancy and childbirth and 
another 18 million are left disabled or chronically ill. Women have a 1 in 2,800 
chance of dying from pregnancy-related causes in developed countries, a 1 in 
61 chance in developing countries, and a 1 in 15 chance in Sub-Saharan Africa 
(WHO/UNICEF/UNFPA 2003). 

Although married women’s contraceptive use has risen globally from 14 
percent in 1965 to more than 50 percent today, the number of women who 
wish to space or limit further childbearing but are not using contraception 
(mainly because of a lack of access to information and family planning ser-
vices) remains very large. In the mid-1990s the World Health Organization 
estimated that some 120 million women had an unmet need for contraception 
(WHO 1998b).3 Among countries with data for both 1990 and 2000 there 
has been a slight drop in the share of women with unmet need, but the level of 
unmet need remains high, especially in Sub-Saharan Africa and in the Middle 
East and North Africa (appendix table A2.1). Except in the Middle East and 
North Africa and Sub-Saharan Africa unmet need is higher among adolescents 
than among adult women of reproductive age and is highest in Latin America 
and the Caribbean. 
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One result of high levels of unmet need in some regions of the world is a 
high incidence of unsafe abortions. Of the 20 million unsafe abortions that 
WHO (1998b) estimates occur annually, worldwide, an estimated 70,000 
result in death, accounting for 13 percent of the overall maternal mortality 
rate. Evidence suggests that reducing the unmet need for contraception would 
reduce the need to resort to abortion, thereby improving maternal health and 
female longevity. 

Sexually transmitted infections are another global reproductive health 
problem. WHO (2003) estimates that 340 million new sexually transmitted 
infections occur annually, and there is clear evidence that the presence of a 
sexually transmitted infection increases the risk of HIV infection. HIV/AIDS 
is itself a devastating global health problem. In 2004 an estimated 4.9 million 
people were newly infected with HIV, higher than ever. At the end of 2004 
about 40 million people were estimated to be living with HIV/AIDS, most (95 
percent) in developing countries and about half of those 15–49 years old are 
women. In Sub-Saharan Africa women constitute 57 percent of all adults liv-
ing with HIV/AIDS. About three-quarters of young people (15–24 years old) 
infected with HIV/AIDS on that continent are women and girls. Prevalence 
rates for women are nearing those of men in the Caribbean and in North 
Africa and the Middle East (table 4.1; UNAIDS/WHO 2004).

Yet, worldwide, fewer than one in five people at risk of HIV infection today 
have access to prevention programs (UNAIDS 2003a). Fewer than four per-
cent of people in need of antiretroviral treatment in low- and middle-income 
countries were receiving the drugs at the end of 2001. And less than 10 percent 
of people with HIV/AIDS have access to palliative care or treatment for oppor-
tunistic infections (UNAIDS/WHO 2004). 

Nutrition and reproductive health. The nutritional status of women and ado-
lescent girls is often overlooked when examining issues related to reproduc-
tive health. Malnutrition significantly increases the risk of poor reproductive 

Table 4.1
HIV prevalence rate 

among population 
ages 15–49, 2004

Percent
 

Source: UNAIDS/WHO 2004.

Region Women Men

Sub-Saharan Africa 8.4 6.4

Caribbean 2.3 2.4

Eastern Europe and Central Asia 0.6 1.0

Latin America 0.4 0.8

South and South East Asia 0.4 0.9

Middle East and North Africa 0.3 0.3

North America 0.3 0.9

East Asia 0.1 0.2

Oceania 0.1 0.3

Western and Central Europe 0.1 0.4

Global 1.1 1.2
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health outcomes, and multiple pregnancies at short intervals may aggravate 
women’s nutritional status, resulting in poor maternal health overall (Chris-
tian 2003; King 2003). Because malnutrition weakens the immune function, 
malnourished women are less resistant to infection (Reed and others 2000). 
Chronic malnutrition in childhood leads to stunting, which can increase the 
risk of obstructed labor (Konje and Ladipo 2000). Data on low body mass 
index (<18.5 kg/m2), a measure of chronic malnutrition in adults, show that 
34 percent of women in South Asia and 18 percent in Sub-Saharan Africa are 
malnourished.4 By comparison the prevalence is 4 percent in developed coun-
tries (Christian 2003; ACC/SCN 2000). Low body mass index is a known risk 
factor for adverse pregnancy outcomes, including low birthweight infants and 
infant and maternal death and illness (Allen and Gillespie 2001). 

Iron-deficiency anemia affects 50–70 percent of pregnant women in devel-
oping countries (ACC/SCN 2000). Severe anemia has been shown to be asso-
ciated with postpartum hemorrhage and is thought to be an underlying fac-
tor in maternal deaths, though more studies are needed to substantiate this 
(Christian 2003; Reed and others 2000). Similarly, other nutritional deficien-
cies with adverse effects on reproductive outcomes are thought to be widely 
prevalent (Christian 2003). Improving the nutritional status of women and 
girls is therefore a prerequisite for them to achieve health and well-being. 

Adolescent reproductive health. Reproductive health problems are particularly 
acute for adolescent girls, because they have the highest levels of unmet need 
for contraception and are the most vulnerable to unwanted pregnancy and 
sexually transmitted infections, including HIV. Many sexually active adoles-
cents do not use contraception. Of the roughly 260 million women ages 15–19 
worldwide, both married and unmarried, about 11 percent (29 million) are 
sexually active and do not want to become pregnant but are not using a mod-
ern method of birth control. Every year some 14 million young women become 
mothers (AGI 1998) and an estimated 1–4 million young women ages 15–19 
have induced abortions, many of them unsafe (Family Care International and 
the Safe Motherhood Inter-Agency Group 1998).

An estimated 17 million adolescent girls are married before the age of 20 
(AGI 1998). Rates of early marriage are highest in Western Africa, South Asia, 
and Sub-Saharan Africa, where 30 percent or more of girls ages 15–19 are mar-
ried (figure 4.1). Early marriage contributes to a series of negative consequences 
for young women and the societies in which they live. Early marriage usually 
leads to early childbearing. In Guatemala, India, Mali, and Yemen, among 
others, 24–45 percent of women ages 20–24 had given birth by age 18. That 
compares with 2 percent in France and 1 percent in Germany (figure 4.2). 

Worldwide an estimated 15 million girls ages 15–19—both married and 
unmarried—give birth each year. The rates are particularly high in develop-
ing countries. It is estimated that between one-quarter and one-half of all 
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young women in the developing world give birth before they turn 18 (UNFPA 
2003b). In Bangladesh, for example, more than half of all women have their 
first child by age 19. 

Adolescent fertility rates and progress during the past decade in reducing 
these rates vary significantly across regions (table 4.2). Developed countries 
have the lowest adolescent fertility rates, at 16 live births per 1,000 adolescents, 
down from 19 live births per 1,000 in 1990. Adolescent fertility rates are high-
est in South Asia and Sub-Saharan Africa—and those rates increased between 
1990 and 2000. 

Underdeveloped physiology, combined with a lack of power, information, 
and access to services, means that young married women who bear children 
experience much higher levels of maternal illness and death than do women 
who bear children when they are older (figure 4.3). Severe complications, such 

Figure 4.1
Rates of early 

marriage of girls 
are very high in 

some regions
Share of girls ages 15–19 

who are married (percent)

Source: Mathur, Greene, 
and Malhotra 2003.
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Figure 4.2
Early marriage 

often leads to early 
childbearing

Percent
 

Source: Mathur, Greene, 
and Malhotra 2003.
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as obstructed labor and the fistula that may result, occur most commonly 
among young women (UNFPA and EngenderHealth 2003; Jarret 1994; The 
Lancet 2004). 

Women who marry young have little negotiating power and are exposed 
to greater risk of sexually transmitted infections, especially in the common 
instance of having partners who are much older and more sexually experi-
enced. In Kenya and Zambia, for example, young married women are more 
likely to be HIV-positive than their unmarried peers because they have sex 
more often, use condoms less often, are unable to refuse sex, and have partners 
who are more likely to be HIV-positive (Bruce and Clark 2003; Luke and Kurz 
2002).

The costs of poor reproductive health 
A recent report by the Alan Guttmacher Institute (AGI) and the United 
Nations Population Fund (UNFPA) synthesizes current evidence on the costs 
and benefits of sexual and reproductive healthcare (AGI/UNFPA 2004). The 
health costs are expressed in disability-adjusted life years (DALYs).5 According 

Table 4.2
Adolescent fertility 

rates by region, 
1990–2000

Live births in one year per 

1,000 women ages 15–19

 
a. Few countries have 

data for 2000.

 
Source: WISTAT 1999.

Region 1990 2000

Developed countries 19 16

East Asia and the Pacific 44 38

Europe and Central Asia 45 41

Latin America and the Caribbean 87 76

Middle East and North Africaa 60 25

South and West Asia 71 84

Sub-Saharan Africa 128 133

Figure 4.3
Maternal mortality is 

much higher among 
young women

Maternal mortality rate 

per 100,000 live births

 
Source: Mathur, Greene, 

and Malhotra 2003.
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to the WHO’s 2001 estimates, sexual and reproductive health problems 
account for 18 percent of the global burden of disease and 32 percent of the 
burden among women ages 15–44 worldwide (AGI/UNFPA 2004). More 
specifically:

• Pregnancy and delivery-related complications—hemorrhage, sepsis, 
obstructed labor, pregnancy-related hypertensive disorder, and unsafe 
abortion—account for 2 percent of all DALYs lost and 13 percent of all 
DALYs lost among reproductive-age women.

• Perinatal conditions (low birth weight, birth asphyxia, and birth trauma) 
account for 7 percent of all DALYs lost.

• HIV/AIDS accounts for 5 percent of all DALYs lost and 14 percent 
among women ages 15–44.

• Other sexual and reproductive health conditions—sexually transmit-
ted infections other than HIV/AIDS, iron-deficiency anemia among 
women, genitourinary diseases, and breast, ovarian, cervical, and uter-
ine cancer—account for 3 percent of all DALYs lost and 5 percent 
among women ages 15–44.

By comparison, respiratory illnesses account for 11 percent of all DALYs 
lost, cardiovascular diseases for 10 percent, and neuropsychiatric conditions 
for 13 percent. 

The report also notes that investing in reproductive and sexual health ser-
vices is cost effective. An early study in Mexico found that for every peso 
the Mexican social security system spent on family planning services during 
1972–84, it saved nine pesos for treating complications of unsafe abortion and 
providing maternal and infant care. Every $1 invested in Thailand’s family 
planning program saved the government more than $16. An analysis in Egypt 
found that every $1 invested in family planning saved the government $31 
(AGI/UNFPA 2004). Beyond these savings, reproductive and sexual health 
services deliver other medical, social, and economic benefits, including pre-
vention of illness and death, improvements in women’s social position, and 
increases in macroeconomic investment and growth.

Interventions for sexual and reproductive health and rights 
Interventions to improve girls’ and women’s sexual and reproductive health 
and rights are needed both in the health system and in other sectors, such as 
education and the legal system. Important health sector interventions include 
policies that promote universal access to reproductive health services, includ-
ing family planning, safe abortion (where legal), postabortion care, prevention 
and treatment of sexually transmitted infections, and nutrition interventions. 
Ensuring that all deliveries are attended by appropriately skilled health person-
nel and that all women have access to health facilities providing emergency 
obstetric care in the event of life-threatening obstetric complications will 
reduce maternal mortality (UN Millennium Project 2005b). 
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Interventions for family planning and safe abortion services
Access to quality family planning services that provide women with a range 
of contraceptive options and informed choice helps reduce high-risk pregnan-
cies associated with multiple pregnancies and helps women avoid unwanted 
and unsafe abortions (Lule and others 2003). In developing countries family 
planning programs were responsible for an estimated 43 percent of the decline 
in fertility between 1960 and 1980 (Bongaarts and Bruce 1995). If the unmet 
need for contraception were met so that women could have only the pregnan-
cies they wanted, maternal mortality would drop by an estimated 20–35 per-
cent (Doulaire 2002; Maine 1991).

The WHO estimates that safe abortion services could prevent at least 13 per-
cent of maternal deaths worldwide (WHO 1998b). In almost all countries abor-
tion to save a woman’s life is legal. In more than three-fifths of countries abortion 
is also permitted to preserve women’s physical and mental health, and in 40 
percent of countries, abortion is allowed in cases of rape, incest, or fetal malfor-
mation. One-third of countries allow abortion on socioeconomic grounds, and 
one-quarter allow abortion on request (Barroso and Girard 2003). But in many 
cases where abortion is legal, safe services are unavailable (WHO 2003). 

Interventions for prevention and treatment of sexually transmitted 
infections and HIV/AIDS
Counseling, prevention, and treatment services for sexually transmitted infec-
tions and HIV should be integrated with other reproductive health services and 
made available through the primary healthcare system, which is most likely to 
reach populations in greatest need, such as adolescents and the poor. Single-
purpose programs for preventing and treating sexually transmitted infections 
almost always fail to reach women because many women are asymptomatic, 
and seeking treatment is socially stigmatized.

Women urgently need a female-controlled method of prevention for sexu-
ally transmitted infections, and programs need to target men as well as women 
for prevention and treatment of such infections. The female condom, now 
available in industrialized countries and in some countries in the developing 
world, needs to be made more accessible and affordable. The male condom, 
the only widely available method of prevention, requires the cooperation of the 
male partner. Women worldwide report that male opposition is a significant 
hurdle to using a condom. 

Simultaneously, investment is needed in research and development to pro-
duce a safe and effective microbicide that women can use to protect themselves 
against a wide range of sexually transmitted pathogens, including HIV. There 
are some 60 different compounds in the pipeline with potential microbicidal 
properties, but substantial funding is required to test them for efficacy and 
bring the effective compounds rapidly to market. The benefits to low-income 
countries could be enormous. For example, researchers at the London School 
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of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine have estimated that if microbicides were 
used by 20 percent of the women in low-income countries reachable through 
existing services, 2.5 million new HIV infections in women, men, and chil-
dren could be avoided over a period of three years (Public Health Working 
Group 2002).

Also important is tracking the use of antiretroviral treatment by sex to 
ensure that women are being reached. Experience with antiretroviral treatment 
for the prevention of mother-to-child transmission has shown that even when 
the drugs are available, women choose not to use them because of the stigma 
that is associated with AIDS. Research in Ethiopia, Tanzania, and Zambia has 
revealed that the consequences of stigma are often more severe for women than 
for men (Nyblade and others 2003). Combining treatment with community 
education and interventions for stigma reduction is therefore important for 
ensuring that antiretroviral treatments reach the women who constitute an 
increasingly large share of the world’s HIV-positive population. 

Interventions to prevent maternal illness and death
Because nearly half of maternal deaths in the developing world occur during 
labor, delivery, or the immediate postpartum period, access to skilled care and 
emergency obstetric services during these periods is critical. About two-thirds 
of births worldwide occur outside health facilities (WHO 1997a). Hence, a 
critical priority is access to emergency obstetric care (UN Millennium Project 
2005b). Also needed are skilled birth attendants trained in the use of safe 
and hygienic birthing techniques and necessary drugs and equipment. Mater-
nal mortality rates have been reduced through the availability of trained but 
nonspecialist medical personnel, such as medical assistants in Tanzania, assis-
tant anesthetists in Burkina Faso and Malawi, and nurses in the Democratic 
Republic of Congo (Lule and others 2003). For maximum impact on repro-
ductive health skilled birth attendants and emergency obstetric services must 
be closely linked within a strong health system. Strong health systems, in turn, 
depend on adequate infrastructure, including good roads and transportation 
networks, electricity, and clean water.

In addition to improving the supply of emergency obstetric care, increased 
efforts are needed to ensure that women seek such care. Life-threatening delays 
can occur during a difficult labor if women or other family members do not 
understand the signs of a difficult labor or the serious consequences of not 
seeking more expert care. Teaching women and other family members the 
signs of a difficult labor should be a priority for reducing maternal mortality. 

Nutrition interventions
Historically, nutrition programs to improve reproductive health outcomes have 
focused mainly on pregnancy and the postpartum period, for example, by pro-
viding women with iron-folate supplements.6 This emphasis has had only a 
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limited impact on the prevalence of malnutrition in women and children. Cur-
rent research suggests that interventions may be more important before concep-
tion, because the risks of a poor outcome are as great from being underweight 
before pregnancy as from being underweight during pregnancy (Allen and 
Gillespie 2001). Programs therefore need to target nonpregnant women and 
adolescents. One approach is to decrease nutrient depletion by reducing early 
and unwanted fertility, which can improve both reproductive health outcomes 
and nutritional status. Family planning services and programs to encourage 
later marriage can both be important here. So can improving women’s diet and 
nutritional intake through food security measures, diet diversity, and reducing 
infections such as intestinal worms. 

Interventions for adolescents
All the health services and interventions mentioned above should be designed 
for married and unmarried adolescents as well as for adults. Young married 
and unmarried girls are among the most underserved groups, yet their needs 
may be the most pressing. Many service providers—including doctors, nurses, 
midwives, and traditional birth attendants—do not recognize the need among 
this age group, particularly among unmarried adolescent girls, for reproductive 
health advice, information, and services. Programs for adolescents are small, 
with limited coverage. They need to be scaled up to provide full services to the 
entire adolescent population. 

Interventions to involve men as partners in reproductive health
Men influence their partner’s reproductive health, in part through decisions 
about contraceptive use and desired family size. That makes them important 
allies in efforts to improve women’s health (Greene, Rasekh, and Amen 2004). 
Two types of program models have been developed recently to engage men. 
One involves men as partners. This type of program works within traditional 
reproductive health arenas such as family planning and maternal health ser-
vices and seeks to increase men’s involvement in women’s reproductive health. 
Such programs are based on the principle that couples, not individual women 
or men, are responsible for reproductive health outcomes. Thus men must col-
laborate with their female partners and be accountable to them, to ensure posi-
tive reproductive health outcomes. 

A second model supports men as agents of change by motivating them 
to actively address gender inequalities. Such programs recognize that gender 
norms and the unequal balance of power between women and men have nega-
tive consequences for the health of both women and men (UNDAW 2003). 
They seek to change gender roles and norms by challenging attitudes and 
behaviors that compromise both men’s and women’s health and safety. Evalu-
ations of these programs have not yet been conducted so their impacts are not 
known.
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Financing interventions for sexual and reproductive health and rights 
Governments have generated funds to finance reproductive health services in 
many ways. Each involves tradeoffs between equity and efficiency (see table 
4.2 in the report of the Task Force on Child Health and Maternal Health; UN 
Millennium Project 2005b). Most health services are financed by general tax 
revenue, but user fees have become a complementary source of financing in 
many countries in recent decades. User fees have many problems. They tend 
to be highly regressive and to curtail the use of services by poor people. User 
fees also reduce women’s use of reproductive health services (Nanda 2002), 
and they do not generate adequate revenue to support the provision of basic 
services. Abolishing user fees for basic sexual and reproductive health services, 
such as family planning and maternal health services, is therefore an important 
recommendation of the task force. 

Interventions outside the health sector
Improvements in reproductive and sexual health also require interventions 
outside the health sector. Girls’ education is important. Schools can provide 
life skills education, including information on health, nutrition, and family 
planning. Ideally, such curricula would be introduced in primary schools and 
continue through the secondary level. 

Sexuality education remains a divisive topic in most parts of the world 
(Kirby and others 1997). In many developing countries schools do not offer 
sexuality education and in others it is offered too late to influence behavior. 
And while the typical school-based curriculum may contain useful informa-
tion about the differences between male and female reproductive systems, it 
does not usually provide an opportunity for young people to learn relation-
ship skills or discuss norms and peer pressure (Raju and Leonard 2000; Laack 
1995; Laack and others 1997). 

Yet, there are many good programs. Evaluations of comprehensive sexual-
ity education programs in the United States found the programs to be associ-
ated with delayed sexual initiation and reduced abortion and birthrates among 
the participants (Jorgensen, Potts, and Camp 1993; Kirby and others 1997). 
Evaluations of other programs worldwide indicate that they increase knowl-
edge among youth about HIV/AIDS prevention and increase the confidence 
of young people to practice safe behaviors such as refusing sexual intercourse 
or using condoms. Program impact is usually greatest among girls and younger 
youth (Grunseit 1997; Kirby and others 1997).

Interventions to build political consensus
Finally, both health and nonhealth sector interventions to improve sexual and 
reproductive health require an enabling policy and political environment. To 
this end, stronger and more visible efforts to advance the Cairo Programme of 
Action must continue. Policymakers should base decisionmaking on scientific 
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evidence rather than ideological principle (The Lancet 2004). Technical agen-
cies like the World Health Organization and the U.S. Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention should document the costs of misrepresentation of 
scientific evidence and actively disseminate accurate evidence. Women’s orga-
nizations working to promote reproductive rights for women should be given 
greater financial support, and donor funding should target the real needs of 
recipients, with political strings kept to a minimum (The Lancet 2004). Finally, 
the number of bilateral donors supporting sexual and reproductive health and 
rights should be increased so that if a leading donor country restricts its fund-
ing, alternative sources of support can step in to fill the gap.
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Invest in infrastructure to reduce 
women’s and girls’ time burdens

Women’s and girls’ ability to empower themselves economically and politi-
cally by going to school and engaging in productive and civic activities is often 
limited by their responsibility for everyday maintenance tasks in the household 
division of labor. For poor women and girls this burden is even greater because 
of the underinvestment in public infrastructure in most low-income countries. 
The time women and girls spend on routine tasks can be reduced dramatically 
if the appropriate infrastructure is in place: efficient sources of energy (espe-
cially new forms of fuel for cooking and heating), transport systems, and water 
and sanitation systems. Investments in such infrastructure to relieve women’s 
time burdens are essential to maximize the impact of the strategic priorities 
discussed in this report and to reduce poverty. 

Why reducing women’s and girls’ time burdens is a strategic priority
Providing infrastructure in both rural and urban areas benefits poor men and 
women. But lack of adequate physical facilities (such as roads, utility supply 
systems, communication systems, water and waste disposal systems) and the 
underprovision of services flowing from those facilities typically results in a far 
greater time burden on women than on men because of a gender-based house-
hold division of labor. As Modi (2004, p.16) says, “It would be hard to imagine 
in the developed world today a family spending one or more hours every day 
gathering biomass such as wood, agricultural residues, and dung when one 
could instead buy cooking fuel for the same purpose at a price that reflects a 
mere two or five minutes of income from work. Yet this is the burden of women 
in the developing world.” 

Three types of infrastructure are particularly important: energy, transport, 
and water and sanitation. This section reviews the limited evidence on gender-
differentiated access to and use of such infrastructure.
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Heavier time burdens
In most rural communities around the world women are the primary collec-
tors of fuelwood. One study found that women spent more than 800 hours a 
year in Zambia and about 300 hours a year in Ghana and Tanzania collecting 
fuelwood (figure 5.1; Malmberg Calvo 1994). 

Collection times have risen with the increasing scarcity of locally available 
biofuels (Barnes and Sen 2003). Studies on firewood collection in India found 
that women traveled between 4 and 10 kilometers in search of firewood, depend-
ing on the ecological environment. In forested areas women might collect wood 
twice a week, while in depleted areas they have to collect it every day. 

Women also spend many hours fetching water. Rosen and Vincent (1999) 
report that households (primarily women) spend an average of 134 minutes a 
day collecting water. The study of three Sub-Saharan African countries cited 
above found that women spent more than 700 hours a year on water provision 
in Ghana, 500 hours in Tanzania, and 200 hours in Zambia (figure 5.2; Malm-
berg Calvo 1994). They also collected a higher volume of water than men did.

Access to electricity dramatically reduces the time women spend collecting 
fuel or fetching water. For instance, in India women in households with elec-
tricity spend less time collecting fuels, fetching water, and cooking and more 
time earning an income, reading, and watching television than do women 
in households with no electricity (Barnes and Sen 2003; table 5.1 and figure 
5.3).1 By enabling women to spend more time reading, electricity may help to 
address gender gaps in capability.

Women’s time burdens are also affected by inadequate transport systems 
(Bryceson and Howe 1993). A World Bank study found that 87 percent of trips 
in rural Africa take place on foot, and women’s time accounts for more than 65 
percent of the household’s time and effort spent on transport (Malmberg Calvo 
1996). The daily transport burden of a typical adult woman was equivalent to 

Figure 5.1
Women are the 

primary collectors 
of fuelwood

Hours spent and volume 

collected by sex in Ghana 

(1989), Tanzania (1989), 

and Zambia (1991)

Note: “Other” hours and 
“Other” volume include 

children’s collection of fuelwood 
and various combinations 

of men’s, women’s, and 
children’s collection efforts.

Source: Malmberg Calvo 1994. �
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Figure 5.2
Women are the 

primary collectors 
of water

Hours spent and volume 

collected by sex in Ghana 

(1989), Tanzania (1989), 

and Zambia (1991)

Note: “Other” hours and 
“Other” volume include 

children’s collection of water 
and various combinations 

of men’s, women’s, and 
children’s collection efforts.

Source: Malmberg Calvo 1994. �
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Figure 5.3
Electricity means 
more time to read
Hours per day spent 

reading, 1996
 

Source: Barnes and Sen 
2003, based on Energy Sector 

Management Assistance 
Programme survey 1996.
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Table 5.1
Women’s time 

allocation in 
households with 

and without 
electricity, 1996
Mean hours spent

 
a. Includes taking 

meals, bathing, leisure, 
sleeping, and so forth. 

Source: Barnes and Sen 
2003, based on Operations 

Research Group (ORG) 
Household Survey 1996.

Activity
Households 

without electricity

Households with electricity

All With television

Number of households 2,012 3,036 1,249

Collecting fuel 0.90 0.53 0.32

Fetching water 1.00 0.88 0.71

Cooking 2.93 2.58 2.53

Other housework 5.75 5.83 6.01

Earning income 1.86 1.93 1.38

Reading 0.03 0.20 0.32

Watching television 0.06 0.76 1.63

Other leisurea 10.49 10.46 10.42

Miscellaneous 0.52 0.72 0.60
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carrying a load of 20 kilograms for 1.4−5.3 kilometers. Barwell (1998) finds that 
women make frequent trips to agricultural plots for cultivation and harvesting 
and that women carry more than three times the ton-kilometers (a measure of 
weight and distance) per year than do men. In many parts of Africa women are 
required to transport their husband’s produce as well as their own.

Access to roads also affects women’s level of income. Booth, Hammer, and 
Lovell (2000) report that women in a village on a main road in Cameroon 
made more than twice the income earned by women in a village 90 minutes 
away from the road, because they had more time available to produce food to 
sell. Even when transportation is available, however, women typically have less 
ability to pay for it and so are less able to take advantage of it than men. This 
has significant implications for women in rural Sub-Saharan Africa, where 
rural transport charges are higher than in any other region in the world (Ellis 
and Hine 1998).2 

Harmful effects on health
Inadequate infrastructure has significant negative consequences for women’s 
health. The heavy water containers that women typically carry injure their 
heads, necks, and backs. In addition, almost half of the population in develop-
ing countries suffers from one or more of the main diseases associated with 
inadequate provision of water and sanitation services (UN Millennium Project 
2005b). Poorly planned sanitation projects can also increase women’s vulner-
ability to violence. An evaluation of communal sanitation block projects in 
Egypt, India, Nigeria, Sudan, and Zambia revealed a high incidence of attacks 
on women using the facilities (Allély and Drevet-Dabbou 2002). Inadequate 
transportation and the high cost associated with it also discourage women’s use 
of health services (Mwaniki, Kabiru, and Mbugua 2002).

The declining availability and quality of fuelwood in many countries also 
harms women’s health. Women must walk further to find fuelwood and often 
respond by gathering larger loads. The increased energy expenditure can have 
long-term health consequences (Barnes and Sen 2003). Traditional biofuels 
have other negative health impacts. Recent studies of traditional stoves using 
biomass fuels have found that prolonged exposure to the smoke severely dam-
ages the lungs and eyes of anyone close to the stoves—usually women and girls. 
Women who cook on indoor open fires using biofuels also suffer from chronic 
obstructive pulmonary diseases (Ostro and others 1995; Parikh and Laxmi 
2000; Smith 1987, 1998; Smith and Mehta 2000; International Institute of 
Population Sciences 1995, all cited in Barnes and Sen 2003).

Interventions for gender-responsive infrastructure
To meet women’s infrastructure needs and overcome the special constraints 
they face, countries need to analyze infrastructure needs and constraints by 
gender, income group, and geographic location. Studies need to explore how 

Countries need 
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women’s economic and domestic activities are affected by infrastructure or its 
absence and to identify the kinds of infrastructure they require to enhance their 
productivity and civic participation and their daughters’ school attendance. 
Increasing women’s participation in finding answers to some of these questions 
can help to improve infrastructure access and affordability for women.

Improving women’s participation in planning and implementation of 
infrastructure projects
Taking women’s perceptions and opinions into consideration is critical when 
developing infrastructure projects. This is best illustrated for water and sanita-
tion since women play key roles as users and managers of sanitation and water 
facilities (ADB 2000; AusAID 2000). Men and women have different prefer-
ences for sanitation facilities derived from their different roles in household 
hygiene management (Masika and Baden 1997). Women tend to be more con-
cerned with privacy and safety and may prefer enclosed latrines in or near the 
house (IRC 1994). Women and men have different priorities in water issues as 
well (Regmi and Fawcett 1999). A study of panchayats (local governing coun-
cils) in India found that female panchayat heads tend to emphasize drinking 
water provision while male heads tend to emphasize irrigation systems (Chat-
topadhyay and Duflo 2004). These findings underscore the need to include 
women in decisionmaking in order to meet their needs. 

Yet research shows that women are seldom involved in planning. Studies 
of water management in Sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia find that men 
play a greater role in community decisionmaking, finance, and infrastructure 
construction than women do, even though women are heavy users of water 
for domestic and productive purposes. As the primary collectors of water, 
women have important information about seasonal availability, water qual-
ity, and individual and communal rights to various sources (Fong, Wakeman, 
and Bhushan 1996; van Koppen 1990)3—information that could also improve 
project outcomes (box 5.1). 

A study of community water and sanitation projects in 88 communities 
in 15 countries finds strong evidence that projects designed and run with the 
full participation of women are more sustainable and effective than those that 
ignore women (Gross, van Wijk, and Mukherjee 2001). This finding cor-
roborates an earlier World Bank study that found that women’s participation 
was strongly associated with water and sanitation project effectiveness (Fong, 
Wakeman, and Bhushan 1996). 

Increasingly, international and regional water supply and sanitation net-
works such as the Global Water Partnership, the International Water Man-
agement Institute, the International Water and Sanitation Center, and the 
Water and Sanitation Collaborative Council are promoting women’s roles in 
planning, designing, implementing, and managing water projects (IRC 2003). 
Donors such as the World Bank and the regional development banks have also 
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come to recognize the welfare and efficiency gains of addressing gender issues 
in water and sanitation projects, and their efforts need to be sustained. 

While the importance of women’s participation has been recognized in 
the water and sanitation sector, change has been slow in other infrastructure 
sectors. A review of transport projects supported by the World Bank found 
that in 2002 just 4 percent of projects included a gender component or gender 
actions, compared with 15 percent of water supply projects and 35 percent of 
agriculture projects (World Bank 1999). 

Increasing access and affordability of infrastructure services for poor women
Improved roads and transportation services are needed to increase women’s 
access to all resources and services. Feeder and main roads can greatly reduce 
the burden on women’s time and expand their opportunities, especially when 
combined with accessible and affordable modes of transportation. They can 

Box 5.1
The Ghana 

Community Water 
and Sanitation 

Project gains 
from women’s 
participation

Source: World Bank 
2003e; McCann 1998.

During the 1990s the government of Ghana began to decentralize the country’s infrastruc-

ture services. As part of this decentralization effort Ghana launched the Community Water 

and Sanitation Project in 1994 to provide water and sanitation services to communities in 

26 of 110 districts. Communities, represented by water boards and water and sanitation 

committees, decided whether to participate in the project. They also decided what level of 

service they wanted, depending on their willingness to pay for capital costs (5–10 percent 

of household income) and maintenance and repair of the facilities. Communities estab-

lished their own policies on user fees. Some communities did not require them, while 

in others fees varied from a flat rate to a per unit charge. Some communities exempted 

certain population groups, such as the elderly, from the payment of fees. 

In the first phase of the project, 1,288 water points, 29 pipe schemes, and 6,000 

household latrines were constructed. The new water points provided access to improved 

water sources for 32,000 rural inhabitants (World Bank 2003e).

The project viewed women’s involvement as integral to ensuring sustainability and 

emphasized gender balance in the community water committees, with women represent-

ing at least 30–40 percent of the committees. In 2000, 44 percent of members were 

women. A World Bank (2003e) study also found several gender-differentiated impacts: 

• Slightly more poor male-headed households (91 percent) than poor female-headed 

households (87 percent) contributed to capital costs, while the reverse was true for 

operation and maintenance costs (92 percent of poor female-headed households 

and 84 percent of poor male-headed households). Yet 29 percent of women and 

26 percent of men still accessed unimproved water.

• There was little difference between men and women in satisfaction with the loca-

tion of improved water sources (92 percent of men and 90 percent of women) or 

with the quantity of water available (90 percent of men and 88 percent of women). 

But fewer women than men were satisfied with water-fetching arrangements (82 

percent compared with 92 percent) and water quality (81 percent compared with 

90 percent).

• Women (73 percent) were more informed than men (61 percent) about the project’s 

latrine program.
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increase women’s chances of finding employment or training, selling their 
goods and increasing their income, expanding their social networks, accessing 
health care, and visiting local government headquarters for redress for their 
problems (Whitehead and Kabeer 2001). The probability that girls will attend 
school also increases. A rural transport project in a remote area of Morocco 
led to the tripling of girls’ school enrollments (World Bank 1996).4 Transport 
projects must also address the safety and security needs of women and girls, 
such as by providing adequate street lighting and ensuring that bus stops and 
terminals are not located in remote or secluded areas.

Improving women’s access to alternative sources of energy other than tradi-
tional biofuels can reduce their time burdens, exposure to indoor air pollution, 
and other risks to their health. Cooking fuels such as kerosene and liquefied 
petroleum gas (LPG) are good substitutes for traditional biofuels because of 
their higher thermal efficiency and relative lack of pollutants. The use of such 
fuels also saves women time for more productive or empowering activities by 
eliminating the need to walk long distances to gather fuel and reducing cook-
ing time. Time saved can be used for income-earning pursuits, attention to 
children, civic participation, or leisure (Barnes and Sen 2003).

The use of improved stoves can result in similar benefits. In India the gov-
ernment is promoting cooking stoves with greater thermal efficiency and lower 
indoor air pollution emissions than traditional stoves (Barnes and Sen 2003). In 
the short term, because charcoal is a more convenient cooking fuel than wood 
and is already accepted in many parts of the world, investing in efficient char-
coal production and improved charcoal stoves can make an important contribu-
tion by requiring less fuelwood and reducing harmful emissions (Modi 2004). 

Rural electrification is probably the most desirable alternative to biofuels. 
But the high cost and limited availability of electricity in developing countries 
restricts household use for some tasks, including cooking. One option is to 
strengthen transitional, low-cost solutions that are already being used by the 
poor (Modi 2004). These include diesel-powered mini-grids for charging bat-
teries that can be carried to households and multifunctional platforms pow-
ered by a diesel engine for low-cost rural motive power. Such an intervention, 
implemented in Mali, has been particularly successful in reducing women’s 
time and effort burdens (box 5.2). 

Cost is often a constraint to women’s access to infrastructure. Sometimes 
a combination of interventions can assist in lowering costs. Improved road 
and port infrastructure, improved handling and storage facilities at ports, bulk 
purchases of fuels, and regulatory reform can all help to reduce the cost of 
alternative fuels, for example (Modi 2004). Direct subsidies or lease-finance 
mechanisms to cover the upfront costs of these fuel sources (such as the cost 
of an LPG stove or cylinder) is another intervention to reduce costs that is 
widely supported. An unresolved issue is whether and how to subsidize recur-
ring costs. To address concerns about the possibility of subsidies leaking to the 
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nonpoor, appropriate exit strategies from subsidies can be designed for those 
who consume and earn more, and bill collection schemes can be implemented 
that minimize the cost of collection. 

Local governments have come to rely increasingly on user fees to cover the 
investment and operating costs of public utilities (Kessler 2002). In some cases 
user fees have reduced poor women’s and girls’ access to those services (Vande-
moortele 2001). Because women often have less access than men to financial 
resources, their inability to pay for water-related resources is a barrier (Cleaver 

Box 5.2
Diesel-powered 
multifunctional 

platforms reduce 
the burdens on 
women in Mali

 
Source: Modi 2004.

By many measures Mali is one of the poorest and least developed countries in the world. 

Nearly three-quarters of its roughly 12 million people live in semi-arid rural areas, where 

poverty is most severe. Electrification is virtually nonexistent, and most of the country’s 

energy supply, particularly in rural areas, comes from biomass. Women and girls are 

responsible for the time-consuming and labor-intensive work of fuel collection.

Beginning in 1993 the UN Industrial Development Organization (UNIDO) and the Inter-

national Fund for Agricultural Development (IFAD) initiated a program to decrease the 

burden of fuel collection by supplying labor-saving energy services and multifunctional 

platforms to rural villages and promoting the empowerment of women by involving them 

in design, management, and implementation of the project. The multifunctional platform 

is a 10-horsepower diesel engine with modular components that can supply motive power 

for time- and labor-intensive work such as agricultural processing (milling, de-husking) and 

electricity for lighting (approximately 200–250 small bulbs), welding, or pumping water. 

Between 1999 and 2004, 400 platforms were installed, reaching about 8,000 women in 

villages across the country. 

Although the benefits are shared by many in the villages, women’s organizations own, 

manage, and control the platform. Capacity building and institutional support by UNIDO 

and IFAD, strong in the early phases, taper off, leaving the women’s groups in charge of 

platform operation, relying on a network of private suppliers, technicians, and partners. 

The women’s groups cover 40–60 percent of initial cost. The remaining costs are covered 

by international donors and local partners (nongovernmental organizations, social clubs, 

and other donors). 

A study of 12 villages found several beneficial impacts:

• The platforms reduced the time required for labor-intensive tasks from many hours 

to a matter of minutes. The time and labor women saved was shifted to income-

generating activities, leading to an average daily increase in women’s income of 

$0.47. Rice production and consumption also increased, an indirect benefit arising 

from time saved.

• The ratios of girls to boys in schools and the proportion of children reaching grade 

5 improved, as young girls were needed less for time-consuming chores.

• Increases in mothers’ socioeconomic status and time accompanying the introduc-

tion of the platforms correlate with improvements in women’s health and increases 

in the frequency of women’s visits to local clinics for prenatal care.

Overall, the program in Mali offers compelling evidence that time saved in the lives of 

women and children, combined with the added socioeconomic benefits to women’s groups 

of controlling and managing the platform as a resource, can yield substantial benefits to 

health and welfare. 
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and Elson 1995). If user fees are imposed, some form of cross-subsidies should 
be given to poor women to avoid shutting out those who cannot afford to pay 
for services (Bardhan and Mookherjee 2003). And there are other, more effi-
cient ways than user fees (such as general tax revenues) to finance key public 
goods infrastructure like water and sanitation.

Conclusion
Lack of investment in basic infrastructure facilities for the poor is a significant 
barrier to development as well as to meeting Millennium Development Goal 
3. Without investments in energy, roads and transportation, and water and 
sanitation systems, the women and girls who live in poor communities will 
continue to be burdened by the everyday tasks of survival, making it difficult 
for them to climb out of poverty. Adapting modern science and technology to 
meet the infrastructure needs of the poor in a way that is accessible and afford-
able is therefore a development priority.
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Guarantee women’s property 
and inheritance rights

It is now widely recognized that ownership and control over assets such as land 
and housing provide economic security, incentives for taking economic risks 
that lead to growth, and important economic returns including income. Yet, 
women in many countries are far less likely than men to enjoy ownership or 
control of these important assets. Ensuring female property and inheritance 
rights would help to empower women and rectify a fundamental injustice. 
Although lack of data on the gender asset gap makes it difficult to determine 
the precise magnitude of the problem, the available information suggests that 
the problem is serious in most countries of the world. The task force calls on 
UN member countries to collect systematic data on women’s share of land 
and housing. Meeting Goal 3 will also require institutional arrangements that 
enhance the extent and security of women’s rights to land, houses, and other 
productive assets. 

Why guaranteeing women’s property rights is a strategic priority
Throughout the developing world women control land and other productive 
assets far less frequently than men do.1 This inequality results from a variety 
of factors, including unequal inheritance practices, the practice of registering 
land and houses in the name of the head of household (usually defined as a 
man), unequal access to land markets due to custom, tradition, and unequal 
economic assets, and gender-biased land reforms. Inequality in property rights 
contributes to women’s generally low status and vulnerability to poverty com-
pared with men. Women’s lack of property has been increasingly linked to 
development-related problems across the globe, including poverty, HIV/AIDS, 
urbanization, migration, and violence. 

An important distinction is between access to productive assets and own-
ership of those assets. While women’s access to land and property may derive 
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from informal arrangements or traditional methods of household and com-
munal decisionmaking, women’s ownership or rights of use (usufruct) can be 
guaranteed only through land and property rights that relate to an enforce-
able claim and ensure women’s freedom to rent, bequeath, or sell the property 
(Strickland 2004). Secure tenure means being protected against involuntary 
removal from one’s land or residence, except in exceptional circumstances, 
and then only through a known and agreed legal procedure that is objective, 
equally applicable, contestable, and independent (UN-HABITAT 2004). For 
women tenure security is increasingly linked to the establishment and enforce-
ment of land, housing, and property rights, particularly as land tenure systems 
evolve and local ownership patterns shift in response to profound economic 
and demographic changes.

Effective land rights for women, coupled with equal access to credit, tech-
nical information, and other inputs, are important for improving women’s wel-
fare and their bargaining power within the household, as well as for broader 
economic efficiency. 

Property rights and women’s welfare and empowerment
Secure tenure to land and home improves women’s welfare. Land and home 
ownership confer such direct benefits as having the right to the use of land 
and the proceeds from crops and having a secure place to live (Agarwal 2002). 
Indirect advantages include the ability to use land or a house as collateral for 
credit or as mortgageable assets during a crisis. Ownership or control of land 
also increases self-employment income. For example, Chadha (1992) found 
that individuals who owned land generated much higher rural nonfarm earn-
ings from self-employment than did those without land. Assets can also give  
women greater bargaining power within households (box 6.1).

Beyond the direct economic impact, property ownership can protect 
women against the risk of domestic violence. Research in Kerala, India, found 
that 49 percent of women with no property reported physical violence, whereas 
7 percent of women with property did, controlling for a wide range of other 
factors such as household economic status, education, employment, and other 
variables (Panda 2002).

Box 6.1
How land rights 

can empower 
women

Source: Agarwal 2002; 
Manimala 1983; Alaka 

and Chetna 1987. 

In the Gaya district of Bihar, India, a local temple-monastery complex held land in viola-

tion of land ceiling laws. In the late 1970s women and men of landless households jointly 

agitated for ownership rights on the land they had cultivated for decades. In 1981 the gov-

ernment redistributed about 1,000 acres of the land to the farmers. Women demanded 

independent land rights and, in two villages, they received them. In the villages where 

men alone received titles, women’s insecurity grew, as did the frequency with which men 

threatened their wives with eviction in situations of domestic conflict. In the villages where 

women were given titles of their own, the women had greater bargaining power. 
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Having assets in the hands of women has other welfare impacts. Some 
studies have found that it increases the share that households spend on chil-
dren’s well-being. In Bangladesh and South Africa, for instance, a study found 
that the assets that women bring into a marriage, though fewer than those that 
men bring, play a significant role in household decisionmaking (Quisumb-
ing and Maluccio 2003). Even in societies such as in Bangladesh where hus-
bands control most household resources, expenditures on children’s clothing 
and education were higher and the rate of illness among girls was lower in 
households where women owned assets (Quisumbing and de la Briere 2000; 
Hallman 2000).

Women’s lack of property ownership has particularly grave consequences 
in areas where HIV/AIDS is prevalent. By making women less secure economi-
cally and more dependent on the men who control property and assets, lack of 
ownership may increase women’s vulnerability to infection. It may also under-
mine their ability to cope with the disease and its impacts if they or their fam-
ily members become infected (Drimie 2002; FAO 2003). The consequences 
are especially severe in some countries in Sub-Saharan Africa where women 
farm independently of men but normally gain access to land through their hus-
band. A husband’s death often means the loss of land, house, and tools to the 
husband’s relatives, leaving the wife and her children without assets and other 
coping mechanisms just when they are most in need of support. 

Property rights and economic efficiency
In addition to welfare gains, gender equality in land rights can enhance pro-
ductive efficiency. Property ownership may confer incentives to work harder or 
take greater economic risk. Studies in countries as diverse as China, Ghana, 
Pakistan, Thailand, and Viet Nam have found a clear association between 
secure land tenure and increased outputs or improvements to land (Mason 
and Carlsson 2004). Land ownership, while not guaranteeing access to credit 
(often, income is also needed; Giovarelli and Lastarria 2004), can serve as col-
lateral, improving women’s access to credit, which in turn can increase output. 
This can be especially crucial where women are the principal farmers, whether 
because male out-migration is high, women traditionally farm independently 
of men, as in much of Sub-Saharan Africa, or other reasons. 

Women’s importance in food production underscores the need to provide 
them with security of tenure for the land they cultivate, as well as access to 
credit and other inputs necessary to increase agricultural productivity. Rural 
women are responsible for half the world’s food production, and in devel-
oping countries they produce 60–80 percent of the food. In Sub-Saharan 
Africa and in the Caribbean women produce about 80 percent of household 
food, and in Asia women do 50–90 percent of the work in rice fields. Secu-
rity of tenure can improve agricultural production by enabling long-term 
investment in land. Granting formal title to women may also improve their 
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access to information that can enhance agricultural productivity. In many 
developing countries agricultural extension agents target owners of the land, 
who are usually men, rather than the actual users of the land, who are often 
women. 

The status of women’s property rights: the gender asset gap
Relatively little data exist on the magnitude of gender asset gaps within and 
across countries, but the gaps are thought to be substantial. Deere and Leon 
(2003) compiled an approximation of the distribution of land by gender in five 
Latin American countries, finding it to be extremely unequal, with women 
representing one third or less of land owners (table 6.1). Such disparities are 
especially noteworthy in light of the relatively small gender disparities in 
human development indicators in this region and the existence of relatively 
equal inheritance laws.

Gender disparities in land ownership exist in other regions as well. In 
Cameroon, where women do more than 75 percent of the agricultural work, it 
is estimated that women hold fewer than 10 percent of land certificates (Mason 
and Carlsson 2004). There are similar gender disparities in rights to land in 
Kenya, Nigeria, Tanzania, and elsewhere in Sub-Saharan Africa. A 2001 
household survey in Pakistan found that women owned less than 3 percent of 
the plots, even though 67 percent of the sampled villages reported that women 
had a right to inherit land (Mason and Carlsson 2004).2

The lack of data seriously hampers efforts to track the progress that coun-
tries are making on this strategic priority. Gathering systematic evidence on the 
gender asset gap must be a priority if the goal of gender equality and empower-
ment of women is to be met. This is discussed further in chapter 10.

Table 6.1
Distribution of 
landowners by 

sex in five Latin 
American countries, 

various years
Percent

— Not available.
a. For farms larger 
than 50 hectares. 

b. Ejido sector only 
(ejidatarios, posesionarios, 

and avecindados).
c. Excludes members of 

production cooperatives. 
d. Based on households 

with land titles. 
e. Based on ownership of 

titled land parcels; excludes 
nonhousehold members.

Source: Deere and Leon 2003, 
based on sources cited therein.

Country, year Women Men Couple Total  Sample size

Brazila, 2000 11.0 89.0 — 100 39,904

Mexicob, 2002 22.4 77.6 — 100 2.9 million

Nicaraguac, 1995 15.5 80.9 3.6 100 839

Paraguayd, 2001 27.0 69.6 3.2 100 1,694

Perue, 2000 12.7 74.4 12.8 100 1,923
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Channels of land acquisition
Men and women acquire land in many ways, through inheritance, purchase, 
or transfers from the state (land reform programs, resettlement schemes for 
people displaced by large dams and other projects, antipoverty programs). 
Research shows that each channel of land ownership has a gender bias: male 
preference in inheritance, male privilege in marriage, gender inequality in the 
land market, and male bias in state programs of land distribution (Deere and 
Leon 2001). 

Inheritance. In Latin America women become landowners mainly through 
inheritance while men do so through purchases in land markets (Deere and 
Leon 2003; table 6.2). Latin America has the most favorable legal traditions 
and egalitarian gender inheritance norms of all developing regions. Nonethe-
less, inheritance has historically been skewed toward men, in part because agri-
culture is defined as a male activity and in part because legal headship status 
confers male privilege in marriage (Deere and Leon 2003). That is changing, 

Table 6.2
Form of acquisition 
of land ownership, 
by sex in six Latin 

American countries
Percent

— Not available.

Note: Distribution by sex is 
statistically significant at the 

99 percent level of confidence.

a. In areas of community 
ownership, distribution by the 

communal authority is one 
channel through which women 

access or acquire land.
b. “Other” includes donations 

by private parties.
c. For farms larger than 

5,000 square meters only. 
“Other” includes imperfect 

donations by private parties 
and other responses.  

d. Based on total parcels 
acquired by 1,586 individuals 

assuming principal agriculturalist 
is the owner. “Other” includes 
land held in usufruct, which is 

treated as private property.
e. From a nationally 

representative sample of 
ejidatarios and posesionarios; 

based on total parcels titled 
to 1,576 individuals. “Other” 

includes adjudications 
based on judicial actions.

f. For individual landowners only.
g. “Other” includes parcels 

held in co-ownership with 
family and nonfamily members 

of unspecified sex.

Source: Deere and Leon 2003, 
based on data cited therein.

Inheritance Communitya State Market Other Total 
Sample 

size

Brazil b

Women 54.2 — 0.6 37.4 7.8 100 4,345

Men 22.0 — 1.0 73.1 3.9 100 34,593

Chile c

Women 84.1 — 1.9 8.1 5.9 100 271

Men 65.4 — 2.7 25.1 6.8 100 411

Ecuador d

Women 42.5 — 5.0 44.9 7.6 100 497

Men 34.5 — 6.5 43.3 15.6 100 1,593

Mexico e

Women 81.1 1.8 5.3 8.1 3.7 100 512

Men 44.7 14.8 19.6 12.0 8.9 100 2,547

Nicaragua f

Women 57.0 — 10.0 33.0 — 100 125

Men 32.0 — 16.0 52.0 — 100 656

Peru g

Women 75.2 1.9 5.2 16.4 1.3 100 310

Men 48.7 6.3 12.4 26.6 6.0 100 1,512

Couples 37.3 1.6 7.7 52.6 0.8 100 247
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however, with higher levels of legal literacy among women, smaller family size, 
migration of children, and growing land scarcity, and wives are increasingly 
inheriting their husband’s property.

In South Asia land is acquired through inheritance, which in most places 
is passed through the male line (although there are areas where ancestral prop-
erty is passed through the female line) (Agarwal 2002).3 During the twentieth 
century women’s organizations teamed up with lawyers and social reformers 
to advocate for more gender-equitable inheritance laws, but women are still 
disadvantaged.4 In India Hindu women’s inheritance in tenancy land depends 
on state-level tenure laws, which in most northwestern states specify an order 
of inheritance that strongly favors men, and these inequalities cannot be chal-
lenged on constitutional grounds. Muslim women continue to be disadvan-
taged in the share of family property they inherit. Sri Lanka has the most 
favorable laws toward women in the region. The General Law, applicable to 
the entire population unless covered by one of three personal laws, offers equal 
inheritance of parental property to women and men, allows for widows to 
inherit all of the deceased husband’s property in the absence of descendants, 
and gives married women complete rights to acquire and dispose of their indi-
vidually owned property.

Inheritance laws and practices throughout the Middle East and North 
Africa are based largely on Sharia law, which defines the shares that go to each 
member of the family: the woman’s share is half that of a man when there are 
both male and female heirs. However, there is a difference between Sunni and 
Shi’a inheritance rules; in Shi’a tradition, the wife (or wives) and daughters 
share the inheritance when there are no male heirs (Hijab and El-Solh 2003). 
Religious law does not prevent women from owning assets, which may be given 
to them by a father or brother during their lifetimes. However, in some areas 
women who are widowed or abandoned by their husbands may cede their one-
third share of family land to their brothers in exchange for economic support. 
Thus both laws and the economic realities faced by women in many parts of the 
Muslim world reduce the likelihood that women own real property.

In Sub-Saharan Africa women have historically enjoyed access rights to 
land and related resources through a male relative (father, brother, or husband), 
depending on the lineage system in particular communities. In Kenya, for 
instance, women obtain property through their relationships with husbands, 
fathers, brothers, or sons. When a relationship ends through death, divorce, or 
other estrangement, women often lose their land, homes, and other property. 
Some widows are forced to undergo customary “wife inheritance” or “cleans-
ing” rituals to continue to enjoy access to their husband’s property. Kenya’s 
land law system is being overhauled, presenting an opportunity for incorporat-
ing women’s equal property and inheritance rights. 

In Ghana, where matrilineal inheritance has traditionally been practiced 
(the property of a deceased man is transferred to his sister’s sons), women own 
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nearly 30 percent of cocoa land.5 But parental discrimination against daugh-
ters still exists. Fathers tend to transfer smaller areas of land to their daughters 
than to their sons (Quisumbing, Estudillo, and Otsuka 2004). 

Many Sub-Saharan African countries (Kenya, South Africa, Tanzania, 
Uganda) have recently enacted legislation guaranteeing women the right to 
own and inherit property in their own names and prohibiting sex-based dis-
crimination (table 6.3). Although statutory reform has been applauded by 
many women’s rights activists, the reforms have been mixed. For instance, 
Uganda’s 1998 Land Action and Condominium Law provides the basis for 
women’s equal right to buy and own land and housing. However, inheritance 
laws have yet to be adequately reformed. Widows have no right to sell land, 
but can only farm or till it until their death. They also lose occupancy rights 
upon remarriage. No such restrictions apply to widowers (Benschop 2002). 
In other countries, such as Tanzania, the reforms are not being adequately 
enforced.

Part of the problem in the application of property and inheritance rights 
is that statutory and customary laws have not been harmonized in many 
countries in Sub-Saharan Africa.6 Customary law is embedded in traditional 
attitudes and practices, and although customary laws vary across countries, 
women generally cannot own or inherit land, housing, or property in their 

Table 6.3
Status of legislation 

on women’s rights 
to land, housing, 

and property in five 
Sub-Saharan African 

countries, as of 2004

Sources: Adapted from 
Benschop 2002; COHRE 2004.

Legislation Uganda Kenya Tanzania South Africa Rwanda

Gender-based 
discrimination 
prohibited 

Yes Yes Partly; 
discrimination 
still allowed in 
application of 
personal law 
and customs

Yes Yes

Application 
of customary 
laws that 
discriminate 
against 
women 
prohibited 

Yes Partly; only 
if it denies 
women lawful 
access to 
ownership, 
occupancy, or 
use of land 

No Yes Yes 

Women’s 
equal right to 
acquire land 
and housing 

Yes; implicitly 
recognized 
in Article 
26 of the 
Constitution 

Yes; implicitly 
recognized in 
the Married 
Women’s 
Property 
Act and 
Registered 
Land Act 

Yes; explicitly 
recognized in 
Section 3(2) 
of the Land 
Act and the 
Village Land 
Act 

Yes Yes; private 
property 
rights 
guaranteed 
for every 
“person” 
by Article 
29 of the 
Constitution

Spousal 
co-ownership 
presumed 

No No Yes (Section 
161 of the 
Land Act) 

No No

Women’s equal inheritance rights 

For widows No No No Yes Yes

For 
daughters 

Partly Partly; only for 
Christians

Yes Yes Yes
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own name. However, there have been cases where local customary courts and 
authority systems have not been hostile to women (Walker 2003). Customary 
law is dynamic and has evolved over time in response to social, cultural, and 
demographic changes. Whether this evolution bodes well for women’s rights 
or not depends on the nature of the changes.7 It is important to capitalize on 
aspects of customary law that are consistent with basic principles of equality and 
nondiscrimination and to harmonize them with provisions of statutory law. 

Rwanda provides a picture of promising change. Serious gender inequali-
ties in land rights were rectified during post-conflict reconstruction. The Law 
of Matrimonial Regimes, Succession, and Liberalities now enshrines the prin-
ciple that women may own and inherit property on an equal basis with their 
brothers. It also requires couples registering for marriage to make a joint com-
mitment to a choice of options for the shared ownership and disposition of 
marital property. 

Land markets. Evidence from many parts of the world shows that land markets 
have been a weaker means of transferring property to women than inheritance. 
In Latin America, for instance, Deere and Leon (2003) note that land markets 
are not gender-neutral; men are more likely than women to participate success-
fully as buyers. Evidence from their ethnographic work suggests that discrimi-
nation against women is prevalent. Deere (1990) found that in hacienda land 
sales in Peru in the 1950s and 1960s, women tended to buy smaller parcels and 
to pay higher prices than men for land of similar size and quality, reflecting 
women’s lower bargaining power. Some landowners refused outright to sell to 
women. Moreover, inequalities in labor and credit markets produce gender-
biased disparities in land markets. The case studies profiled in Deere and Leon 
(2001) demonstrate that explicit, well enforced public policies are needed to 
help women participate in land markets.

Women potentially could gain from land sales through the market. Agar-
wal (2002) describes how in parts of South Asia groups of landless women have 
used subsidized credit provided by the government to lease or purchase land 
in groups and cultivate it jointly. Through such collective ventures, and with 
external financial support, land markets could become an important supple-
mentary channel through which women acquire land, even if not the primary 
one. However, this has not yet happened on a large scale.

Land markets also exist in most rural areas of Sub-Saharan Africa.8 
Lastarria-Cornhiel (1997) has found that privatization of land in many coun-
tries has resulted in titles being transferred to male “heads” of households, to 
powerful groups, or to corporate or other entities and that women have lost 
rights they once had. Women suffer systematic disadvantages in the market 
because their opportunities to buy land are limited. In some places, however, 
small elite groups of professional or wealthy women have gained secure free-
hold ownership rights in land (Walker 2003).
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Government-initiated land reforms and resettlement schemes. Although govern-
ment land redistribution programs provide an opportunity to equalize property 
rights between men and women, this happens infrequently. In India, Agar-
wal (2002, p. 8) concludes that, “irrespective of the program under which the 
transfers occur, typically the land is allotted almost exclusively to males, even 
in communities which traditionally practiced matrilineal inheritance, such as 
the Garos of northeast India.” 

In Uzbekistan international agencies have been heavily involved in setting 
the land reform agenda, favoring establishing secure and tradable property 
rights and eliminating price distortions and production quotas. As a conse-
quence, the private sector share in agricultural production has increased sub-
stantially. This has led to the emergence of a new category of private holdings 
in which management is almost exclusively in male hands while the unpaid 
family labor that keeps the private holdings viable is predominantly female 
(Razavi 2004).

In some Latin American countries, such as Colombia and Costa Rica, the 
experience has been somewhat better. And Viet Nam has recently piloted a 
program to retitle land jointly in the names of both husband and wife (Mason 
and Carlsson 2004). But in other countries—such as Bolivia and Ecuador—
land reform has failed to address women’s land rights. Although most agrarian 
reform laws were gender neutral, the legal beneficiaries were household heads, 
defined culturally as the male (Deere and Leon 2003). 

Interventions for property rights
Since 1995 there has been growing awareness and policy attention to wom-
en’s property and inheritance rights, drawing on evolving human rights-
based frameworks. Within countries attention needs to focus on identifying 
and eliminating the points at which discriminatory practices come into play, 
including complex or archaic legal systems, deep-rooted social and cultural 
norms, and persistent lack of awareness about individual rights and legal pro-
tections. A common problem is how to approach property and inheritance 
where informal or traditional practices might offer more security to women 
than newer market-oriented practices that formalize ownership and establish 
title to land and other property. Countries need to understand how privati-
zation of property (whether through purchase, inheritance, or other means) 
affects men and women differently, especially where legal regimes discriminate 
by sex. Interventions for increasing women’s access to land and housing must 
be context-specific: there is no single global blueprint. 

Reforming laws and supporting women’s claims to property 
Several changes are necessary within countries to ensure women’s property 
rights: amending and harmonizing statutory and customary laws, promoting 
legal literacy, supporting organizations that can help women make land claims, 
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and recording women’s share of land or property. These reforms need to be 
implemented together to have maximum impact. 

Government efforts to reform relevant laws (including constitutional, 
marital, property, and family law) are an important first step. Reform includes 
applying provisions of the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Dis-
crimination against Women to national law, clarifying interpretations of rel-
evant laws, and changing legal practices concerning land and property titling. 
Several countries have established paralegal services to help women pursue and 
defend their property and inheritance rights. Many countries have instituted 
community- and national-level human rights and legal training of advocates, 
judges, registrars, police, elders, and others. Box 6.2 highlights an effort in 
Kyrgyzstan to enhance women’s land rights.

Many of these efforts appear to be successful, but there is widespread con-
cern about their sustainability and ensuring consistent standards of service 
provision (legal aid, for example) within countries. Such activities deserve 
greater support because they have the potential to transform gender-biased 
social and cultural norms. They need to receive adequate budget support. 
Local government land authorities should be provided with gender training, 
and their administrative and institutional capacity to implement and enforce 
equal property and inheritance laws need to be strengthened. 

Box 6.2
Land reform 

changes focus 
on women’s 

land rights in 
Kyrgyzstan

 
Source: UNIFEM 2003c. 

Kyrgyzstan was the first country in the former Soviet Union to introduce land reform. 

Shortly after independence in the early 1990s, the transition government introduced leg-

islation that privatized collective farms and other state property, established legal guar-

antees for private land entitlements, and created legal and administrative land market 

mechanisms. 

Despite the fact that women make up a sizeable portion of the agricultural workforce 

in Kyrgyzstan, and rural women are one of the poorest segments of society, a land dis-

tribution survey in 2002 revealed that only 450 of 38,724 farms belonged to women. 

Women’s land ownership is still constrained by a combination of legal, procedural, and 

cultural factors. Prominent among them are the precedence of customary over statutory 

law in determining property and inheritance issues and limited awareness by rural women 

of their land rights and entitlements.

Following up on this survey, women’s groups, supported by UNIFEM, carried out a pub-

lic awareness campaign to bring attention to this situation and to advocate for changes 

in legislation guaranteeing women’s access to land and inheritance rights. In 2003 an 

amendment was drafted to the Land Code guaranteeing women’s equal rights to land 

ownership; it is currently before the parliament. Meanwhile, women worked with gov-

ernment officials at the municipal and local levels to strengthen the capacity to better 

protect women’s rights to land as well as to strengthen women’s entrepreneurship and 

sustainable agricultural skills. In addition, a media competition for programs on women’s 

land possession resulted in a series on women’s land rights broadcasted by 10 of the 

publicly owned TV and radio companies in the country. This series has raised awareness 

in rural areas. 
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Joint titling
Land titling is often suggested as a solution to gender disparities in land rights.9 
While titling and formal registration are not the only way to provide women 
with access to land, where it exists, men and women should both be able to 
acquire title, individually or jointly.10

Joint titling helps to guard against capricious actions by one spouse; pro-
tects against the dispossession of women through abandonment, separation, 
or divorce; and increases women’s bargaining power in household and farm 
decisionmaking. Joint titling can be mandatory or voluntary for legally mar-
ried couples. Mandatory joint titling provides the most secure land rights for 
women. Rights are established in civil law, through co-ownership rules. In 
practice, proof of marriage and sometimes proof of commingling of household 
resources may be required.11 Voluntary joint titling is less secure and requires 
significant education of women, registration personnel, legal services, and 
other actions. 

In Latin American and the Caribbean a major advance has been joint adju-
dication and titling of land to couples (Deere and Leon 2003). During 1988–
95 five countries (Brazil, Colombia, Costa Rica, Honduras, and Nicaragua) 
passed agrarian legislation for joint adjudication or titling of land to couples. In 
countries where mechanisms of inclusion have been adopted and implemented, 
women have benefited to a greater extent than they have from previous agrar-
ian reforms (Deere and Leon 2003). This was also the case in Viet Nam, which 
revised its marriage and family law in 2001 to require joint titling for land and 
other family assets (box 6.3).

Box 6.3
Joint titling 

improves women’s 
access to land 

in Viet Nam
 

Source: Prosterman and 
Hanstad 2003; Ravallion 
and van de Walle 2004; 

World Bank 2002d.

As part of the transition to a market-oriented economy, Viet Nam has instituted a series of 

land reforms. Although the government remains the sole owner of land, under a 1993 law 

granting use rights for up to 20 years individuals can transfer, exchange, mortgage, and 

bequest their use rights. Initially, the land tenure certificates issued to households had 

space for only one signature. As a result, the certificates typically bore the signature of the 

male head of the household. Women could claim their rights only in the presence of their 

husbands or male relatives and could lose their rights in case of divorce or death. 

In 2001 the marriage and family law was revised so that both spouses’ signatures are 

required on any documents registering family assets and land use rights. The government 

aims to achieve universal joint titling by 2005.

In cooperation with the World Bank the Vietnamese government selected two com-

munes for a pilot project to reissue land title certificates with joint signatures. The project 

organized village meetings and distributed leaflets about the new law. As a result of the 

pilot, some 2,600 households now have joint titles. A 2002 evaluation by the World Bank 

concluded that the project also:

• Enabled the establishment of a gender-responsive land administration system.

• Improved the ability of local governments to implement land reform.

• Enabled local practices to comply with national law.

• Disseminated knowledge on national law in remote communities.
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In India, however, joint titling has had mixed effects (Agarwal 2002). Joint 
titles are usually favored in the limited cases where women’s claims to land are 
recognized by courts or informal tribunals. Although having some claim to 
land is better than no claim, joint titles can create problems, making it difficult 
for women to control the produce of the land, to exercise their priorities in land 
use if those differ from the priorities of their husbands, to bequeath a portion 
of the land as they want, or to claim their shares in case of marital conflict. 
Individual titles may give women greater flexibility and control over the land 
than joint titles, enabling them to explore alternative institutional arrange-
ments for cultivation and management. Even then, women often lack funds for 
equipment or inputs. Where holdings are very small, individual investment in 
equipment can prove uneconomical. Women may also face considerable pres-
sure from male relatives who want to acquire or control the land.

Collective approaches to support women’s access to land 
Agarwal (2002) identifies five types of institutional solutions to these prob-
lems. One is to help women who own individual holdings to invest in capital 
inputs jointly with other women, while managing production individually. 
A second type of arrangement involves women purchasing land jointly while 
owning it individually and farming it collectively.12 A third possibility is for 
women to lease land and cultivate it as a group.13 A fourth type of institutional 
arrangement is for women’s groups to manage and oversee cultivation on land 
owned by men. A fifth type of arrangement is for poor rural women to hold 
group rights over land distributed by the government or otherwise acquired by 
them (Agarwal 2002).14 

More generally, women’s land rights must be complemented by other 
changes that enhance women’s access to credit and to important inputs such as 
seeds, fertilizers, and new technologies. Credit programs that provide loans for 
land and housing purchases can promote joint titling and titling in women’s 
names. Improving access to markets for women’s products, through improved 
infrastructure and transportation as noted in chapter 5, is also complementary 
to the legal changes discussed in this chapter.

International actions
At the international level, the scale and energy of efforts focused on women’s 
property and inheritance rights have grown in recent years, spurred by expan-
sion of the Internet even to remote areas and the continuous efforts by wom-
en’s and rights-oriented networks. The Convention on the Elimination of All 
Forms of Discrimination against Women has focused on equality in property 
as one of its important directives. The UN Conference on Human Settlements 
at its Istanbul meeting in 1996 also focused centrally on women and land. 

Since then the Huairou Commission, a network of women’s organiza-
tions, in conjunction with the United Nations Development Programme, 
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UN Human Settlements Program (UN-HABITAT), the Women’s Environ-
mental and Development Organization, and the Women’s Caucus of the UN 
Commission on Sustainable Development has held discussions with women’s 
groups worldwide to examine regional progress in enhancing women’s access 
to land and property (Agarwal 2002). The Huairou Commission, the UN 
Center for Human Settlements, the Centre on Housing Rights and Evictions, 
and the Food and Agriculture Organization have begun a joint initiative in 
Sub-Saharan Africa to strengthen advocacy for law and policy reform and 
implementation and for dissemination of tools and strategies used by women’s 
organizations in the region. The UN Special Rapporteur on the Right to Ade-
quate Housing has given content to specific human rights such as the right to 
adequate housing. And the United Nations has passed several increasingly spe-
cific resolutions over the past decade concerning women’s right to ownership 
of, access to, and control over land, housing, and other property (OHCHR 
2003; CESCR 1991). All these efforts deserve greater support.
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During the 1980s and 1990s women’s economic activity rates increased every-
where except in Sub-Saharan Africa, parts of Europe and Central Asia, and 
Oceania (UN 2000). Between 1990 and 2002, women’s share of nonagricul-
tural employment increased in 93 of 131 countries, driven in part by changes 
in the international economic environment. Yet women’s status in the labor 
market remains significantly inferior to men’s according to several key indica-
tors. Occupational segregation by sex is widespread and leads to allocational 
inefficiencies and gender wage gaps. Gender inequality in employment contra-
venes women’s right to decent work and is costly for women, their households, 
and their communities. 

Women’s employment status and low earnings are associated with pov-
erty in many countries around the world. Women tend to be concentrated in 
informal employment, where pay and conditions of work are worse than in 
public and formal jobs. Unless improving women’s earnings is seen as central 
to increasing the incomes of poor households, it will be difficult to meet the 
Millennium Development Goals of halving poverty, reducing gender inequal-
ity, and empowering women. 

Why reducing gender inequality in employment is a strategic 
priority
Women’s work, both paid and unpaid, is critical to the survival and security of 
poor households and an important route by which households escape poverty. 
Paid employment is critical to women’s empowerment. Yet, a range of gender 
inequalities pervade labor markets around the world and must be addressed if 
the Millennium Development Goals are to be met. 

Despite the low pay that women receive, their income has important wel-
fare consequences for children and families. An extensive literature reports 
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that women are more likely than men to spend their incomes on food, educa-
tion, and healthcare that enhance the welfare of their children as well as their 
own (Guyer 1988; Thomas 1992; Haddad, Hoddinott, and Alderman 1997). 
Dependency on women’s income is even greater in households where they are 
the sole breadwinners. Female-headed and -maintained households constitute 
one-fifth to one-third of households in many countries (Quisumbing, Had-
dad, and Peña 2001). 

Beyond the income that women bring into the household, their unpaid 
work has economic value because it saves expenditures and, in times of eco-
nomic crisis, replaces income.1 In rural economies the proportion of labor 
time allocated to nonmarket production tends to be high—as much as three 
times the amount spent in market production—because households serve as 
economic units providing most of their own subsistence needs (Floro 1995). 
Although important to household survival and reproduction, this unpaid work 
is not counted in most systems of national accounts.

Few countries collect national time use data, and even fewer take repeated 
measurements to produce trend data, but available evidence indicates that women 
often work more hours in paid and unpaid activities than men do (UN 2000). 
Some studies suggest that women’s paid and unpaid labor time has increased 
in recent decades (Floro 1995) as women compensate for reduced household 
income and declining public services. Men’s performance of unpaid household 
labor does not appear to have increased enough to compensate for the increase 
in women’s paid employment, suggesting a decline in female leisure. 

There is also convincing evidence from such disparate countries as Bangla-
desh and the Dominican Republic that women’s access to jobs empowers them 
by improving their self-esteem and bargaining power within the household 
(Safa 1995; Kabeer 2000). In settings where women’s mobility is restricted, 
increased employment opportunities can release constraints on mobility and 
enable women to seek and access reproductive healthcare (Amin and others 
1995). Access to employment can also expose them to new ideas and knowl-
edge and broaden the community with which they engage. As Kabeer (2000) 
notes, however, the extent to which paid employment expands women’s range 
of choices and their influence within the household is related to the type of job, 
level and security of pay, and other factors.

Changing patterns in women’s employment, 1990–2000 
Compared with indicators on health and education, there are far fewer indica-
tors available on women’s status in the labor force. Where information is avail-
able, it is often not up to date, especially for countries in Sub-Saharan Africa 
and North Africa. There are also serious problems of data quality, since women’s 
employment is undercounted, especially in agriculture and in informal manu-
facturing and service activities. Nonetheless, the data reviewed below suggest 
that although women’s participation in nonagricultural wage employment has 
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increased over the past decade, women tend to be concentrated in informal 
employment and to experience higher unemployment than men. 

In only 17 of 110 countries with data in 2002 was women’s share of non-
agricultural wage employment 50 percent or greater (table 7.1). In another 76 
countries the share was 25–49 percent. The Middle East and North Africa 
region had a high proportion of countries in the “low” share of employment 
category—11 of 13 countries had shares below 25 percent.

Of 111 countries with data for both 1990 and 2002, women’s share of non-
agricultural employment rose in 81 and declined in 29. Most of the declines 
were in Europe and Central Asia and the Middle East and North Africa. 

In developing and transition economies informal jobs constitute one-half 
to three-quarters of nonagricultural employment—and the share is growing 
rapidly (ILO 2004a). Informal employment includes all remunerative work—
both self-employment and wage employment—that is not recognized, regu-
lated, or protected by legal or regulatory frameworks and all nonremunerative 
work undertaken in income-producing enterprises.2 In Sub-Saharan Africa, 
Latin America, and India the share of informal employment in total nonagri-
cultural employment is higher for women than for men (table 7.2). In several 
countries—Benin, Chad, Guinea, and Kenya—most of the female nonagricul-
tural labor force is in informal employment.

Agricultural employment. Agriculture remains an important, if declining, 
source of employment for poor women in many developing countries. Eco-
nomic trends such as trade expansion and the internationalization of produc-
tion processes have reduced women’s share of agricultural employment over the 
last decade (Mehra and Gammage 1999). Female agricultural employment fell 
from 34.6 percent of total agricultural employment in 1990 to 29.7 percent in 
2000. The largest drop was in Sub-Saharan Africa, followed by East Asia and 
the Pacific (table 7.3). Only in Latin America and the Caribbean did women’s 
share of agricultural employment rise during this period. 

Table 7.1
Share of women in 

nonagricultural wage 
employment, by 

region, 1990 and 2002 
Number of countries

 
Source: UN 2004a. 

Region

High (more 
than 50%)

Medium 
(25%–49.9%)

Low (less than 
24.9%)

1990 2002 1990 2002 1990 2002

Developed countries 3 5 20 18 0 0

East Asia and Pacific 1 1 17 10 1 0

Europe and Central Asia 8 9 18 15 1 1

Latin America and the Caribbean 1 1 26 23 0 0

Middle East and North Africa 0 0 4 3 15 11

South Asia 0 0 1 3 8 2

Sub-Saharan Africa 3 1 23 4 14 4

Total 16 17 109 76 39 18

In only 17 of 110 

countries with 

data in 2002 

was women’s 

share of 

nonagricultural 

wage 

employment 

50 percent 

or greater 
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Adolescent employment. In Sub-Saharan Africa, South Asia, and large parts of 
Latin America most young people who work are employed in informal activi-
ties, such as shop assistants, farm hands, clerical assistants, typists, stewards 
and cooks in hotels and restaurants, street traders, and casual labor (ILO 
2002b). Adolescent girls often work as hairdressers, dressmakers, petty traders, 
and domestic servants. They are more vulnerable to unfair treatment, in part 
because gender socialization tends to teach girls docility and obedience from 
an early age (Population Council and ICRW 2000). 

Youth unemployment rates rose everywhere between 1990 and 2000 (table 
A3.1 in appendix 3): male rates rose from 12.0 percent to 14.2 percent and 
female rates rose from 14.6 percent to 16.9 percent (ILO 2004b). The relative 
disadvantage of youth in the labor market is more pronounced in developing 

Table 7.2
Informal employment 

in nonagricultural 
employment, by 
sex and region, 
1994 and 2000

Percent

Source: ILO 2002b.

Region and country Women Men

North Africa 43 49

Algeria 41 43

Morocco 47 44

Tunisia 39 53

Egypt 46 57

Sub-Saharan Africa 84 63

Benin 97 87

Chad 95 60

Guinea 87 66

Kenya 83 59

South Africa 58 44

Latin America 58 48

Bolivia 74 55

Brazil 67 55

Chile 44 31

Colombia 44 34

Costa Rica 48 42

Dominican Republic 84 63

El Salvador 69 46

Guatemala 69 47

Honduras 65 74

Mexico 55 54

Venezuela 47 47

Asia 65 65

India 86 83

Indonesia 77 78

Philippines 73 71

Thailand 54 49

Middle East and North Africa

Syria 35 43
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countries, where they make up a higher proportion of the labor force, than in 
developed countries (ILO 2004b). Youth unemployment rates were higher for 
females than for males in 23 of the 41 countries with data in 2000, and the 
difference was especially stark in Latin America and the Caribbean. 

Gender inequalities in employment
Gender inequalities persist in entry to work, conditions at work, and exit from 
the labor market. 

Barriers to entry into the labor market
Early marriage and early childbearing, low education, and women’s care respon-
sibilities (for children, the sick, and the elderly) present barriers to women’s and 
girls’ employment. Early marriage and early childbearing have historically limited 
young women’s access to education and thereby to employment opportunities. In 
some parts of the world young women’s employment is seen as a threat to cultur-
ally accepted gender roles, and many families fear for the safety of girls in the 
workplace and traveling to and from work. Even when young married girls want 
to work or need to support their families, they have few marketable skills that can 
be translated into decent work. Thus most young married girls who are employed 
work in home-based or other types of informal employment (Population Council 
and ICRW 2000). Some studies suggest that early marriage and childbearing may 
be lessening as a barrier to employment in those parts of the world where wage 
employment has become rapidly available, such as in garment factories in Bangla-
desh and Morocco (Amin and Lloyd 1998; Amin 1997; Cairoli 1999). 

Low education has traditionally been another barrier to entry into formal 
employment. Generally, the greater a woman’s education, the greater the prob-
ability that she will enter the labor market. Cameron, Dowling, and Worsick’s 
(2001) study of women’s labor market participation decisions in Indonesia, the 
Republic of Korea, the Philippines, Sri Lanka, and Thailand finds that primary 
education affects the probability of labor market participation only in Indonesia 
but that secondary education increases the probability in Indonesia and Thai-
land and tertiary education increases the probability in all countries. Similarly, 
Mammen and Paxson (2000) find that postsecondary schooling has large posi-
tive effects on women’s probability of working in India and Thailand.3 

Table 7.3
Female share 

in agricultural 
employment by region, 
1990–95 to 1996–2001

Percent

 
Source: ILO 2003a.

Region 1990–95 1996–2001

Developed countries 29.44 29.89

East Asia and Pacific 42.01 32.75

Europe and Central Asia 45.82 40.05

Latin America and the Caribbean 16.35 18.59

Middle East and North Africa 24.31 22.27

South Asia 37.18 30.47

Sub-Saharan Africa 46.72 33.82
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The level of education also affects the type of employment that women 
are likely to enter. More education is found to increase women’s likelihood of 
working in formal wage employment and in the public sector rather than being 
self-employed or doing informal work, but this is conditioned by the types of 
jobs that are available.4 Some studies have found that the type of education 
(general schooling, vocational education) also influences women’s labor force 
participation. Tansel (1994) finds that young women in Turkey who are gradu-
ates of vocational high schools are more likely to enter the labor force than 
women who graduate from regular high schools.

These barriers to entry have been crumbling over the past decade as new 
employment opportunities arise in many countries and women’s education lev-
els rise. As a result, these barriers are no longer the key problem in most parts 
of the world, except perhaps in South Asia and some countries in the Middle 
East and North Africa and Sub-Saharan Africa. 

One barrier to employment that has not crumbled, however, is women’s 
responsibility for caring for children, the elderly, and the sick. Studies from 
around the world indicate that young children and a lack of childcare options 
constrain women’s entry into paid employment and type of job. Increased 
migration, the breakdown of extended families, and changing social arrange-
ments in some parts of the world have made extended families a less reliable 
source of childcare than formerly, necessitating other types of care services. 

The availability of childcare often enables women to take permanent, 
full-time jobs rather than seasonal, part-time, or temporary work (Alva 1999; 
Chang and Kim 1999; North-South Institute 1999; Connelly, DeGraff, and 
Levison 1996; Folbre 1994; Kula and Lambert 1994; Doan and Popkin 1993). 
Yet in most developing countries and some developed countries the reach of 
both formal and informal childcare programs is inadequate. They often cover 
only certain age groups, operate at specific times of day that may be incompat-
ible with women’s working hours, and are located in inconvenient locations 
underserved by safe and affordable transportation services. Achieving gender 
equality in labor markets requires the extension and upgrading of childcare 
services and making them affordable for poor women who do not have viable 
care options.

Inferior conditions of employment
Women’s status in the labor market is inferior to men’s in most countries of the 
world, according to key indicators such as occupational distribution, earnings, 
the nature and terms of employment, and unemployment. 

Occupational segregation. Women and men typically perform different tasks 
and are located in different industries and occupational sectors. About half of 
workers worldwide work in occupations in which at least 80 percent of workers 
are of the same sex (Anker 1998). Occupational segregation by sex is extensive 
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in both developed and developing countries but is greatest in Latin Amer-
ica and the Caribbean, followed by North Africa and the Middle East, the 
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development countries, Eastern 
Europe, Sub-Saharan Africa, and East Asia (Deutsch and others 2002). In 
many countries occupational segregation is highest among the least educated 
workers (Anker 1998; Deutsch and others 2002).

On the supply side, occupational segregation may partly reflect women’s 
tendency to select “traditional” occupations, such as teaching and nursing. But 
those choices are influenced by such factors as education and social expecta-
tions. Thus, women are more likely to graduate from programs in education, 
arts, humanities, social sciences, and law while men are more likely to gradu-
ate from programs in natural resources, mathematics, and engineering (Brad-
ley 2000). Women may also “adapt” their preferences to occupations that are 
socially acceptable, and there is evidence that women are inclined to pursue 
careers that are more conducive to combining work and reproductive respon-
sibilities, which leads to their concentration in certain sectors (Chang 2004).5 
On the demand side, employer practices also contribute to occupational seg-
regation. Many studies have found that garment factory owners in most coun-
tries prefer to hire women as sewing machine operators (Paul-Majumder and 
Begum 2000; Cairoli 1999; Anker and Hein 1985). In some countries in East-
ern Europe and the former Soviet Union job advertisements specify vacancies 
by sex (UNICEF 1999).6 

Occupational segregation has significant costs, including rigidities in the labor 
market, larger male-female wage gaps, underutilization of women’s labor (alloca-
tive inefficiency), and lower levels of output and future growth rates because of 
lower than optimal investments in girls’ education (Anker 1998; Deutsch and 
others 2002). There is also increasing evidence that feminization of an occupation 
negatively affects the overall wage rate in that occupation (Goldin 2002).

Gender gaps in earnings. The principle of equal pay for work of equal value has 
gained wide acceptance and is reflected in several International Labour Orga-
nization conventions. Yet, gender gaps in earnings remain among the most 
persistent forms of inequality in the labor market.7 In all countries around the 
world men earn more than women, and this is true across different groups of 
workers (agricultural, manufacturing, production, supervisory) and different 
types of earnings (monthly, hourly, salaried). 

Studies of the gender wage gap show conflicting results. There is some 
evidence that the gender wage gap has narrowed slightly in some occupations 
in some countries in the 1990s (Tzannatos 1999; Artecona and Cunningham 
2002; Oostendorp 2002). Elsewhere, gender wage gaps have widened (Standing 
1999; Mehra and Gammage 1999). In the East Asian countries that have grown 
rapidly, in large part because of exports produced with female labor, gender 
wage gaps remain large and have worsened in some cases (Seguino 2000). 
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While wages tend to be lower for both men and women in informal employ-
ment, the gender gap in earnings appears to be higher than in formal employ-
ment (ILO 2002b). Within informal employment earnings tend to decline 
from self-employed workers (dominated by men) to casual wage workers to 
subcontracted workers (dominated by women; Chen, Vanek, and Carr 2004). 

Nature and terms of employment: informalization and flexibilization of work. 
With globalization (Standing 1989, 1999) and the growth of nonregular and 
nonwage employment (Bettio 1996) employment has become increasingly 
flexible. Numerous studies show the increased use of women as temporary, 
casual, contract, and part-time workers in manufacturing (Standing 1989, 
1999; Carr, Chen, and Tate 2000; and Balakrishnan 2002). The agricultural 
sector has also been affected as seasonal employment in agricultural exports 
has expanded (UNDAW 1999). Women are the preferred source of temporary 
workers in the Chilean and South African export grape industries but hold 
only a small share of permanent jobs (Barrientos 2001). Men are increasingly 
affected by informalization and flexibilization as well, as the jobs they hold 
take on the character of women’s jobs (temporary or casual status, limited job 
mobility, few or no benefits), but the share of women in flexible jobs greatly 
exceeds that of men (UNDAW 1999; Standing 1999). 

Informal employment is often characterized by undefined workplaces, 
unsafe and unhealthy working conditions, low levels of skills and productivity, 
low or irregular incomes, long working hours, and a lack of access to informa-
tion, markets, finance, training, and technology. Although most at risk and 
therefore most in need, informal workers—the majority of them women—
have little or no social protection and receive little or no social security, either 
from their employer or from the government (ILO 2002a). 

Unemployment. Gender differences are also apparent in unemployment, with 
women more likely than men to be unemployed in recent years. Unemployment 
data often are of questionable quality because of measurement problems and 
limited population coverage in low-income economies, where the majority of the 
population engages in informal or self-employment. In the Caribbean economies, 
for which more reliable data are available because of the way unemployment is 
measured (Seguino 2003), women’s unemployment rates are almost double those 
of men. Similarly, in transition economies, women have experienced declines in 
access to jobs relative to men (Bridger, Kay, and Pinnick 1996). 

Inequalities in pensions and retirement
Women live longer than men, and in most regions they are more likely to spend 
time as widows, when they are more vulnerable to poverty than are men. Many 
older women, especially widows, have little income security in old age. Wom-
en’s responsibilities for unpaid care work and their predominance in informal 
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employment and seasonal and part-time jobs restrict their access to jobs with 
pension coverage. Private pension coverage is more extensive in larger firms 
and in industries requiring a skilled, stable, and full-time labor force—just the 
kind of jobs in which women are likely to be underrepresented. In many coun-
tries jobs in the public sector have historically been a major source of pensions; 
as the public sector has contracted (due to structural adjustment, privatization, 
and cuts in government spending), women have lost pension coverage. 

Because the statutory retirement age is lower for women than for men in 
many countries, women retire earlier and receive smaller annuities since they 
have fewer years of contributions and more years of expected longevity (World 
Bank 2001a). If pensions are not indexed properly to inflation, women’s liv-
ing standards fall disproportionately with age because women live longer than 
men.

Interventions to decrease gender inequality in employment
Interventions to improve women’s access to employment take many forms. 
Those discussed here are interventions to address barriers to entry, improve 
the conditions of employment, and provide support to women who need social 
protection when they leave the labor market. 

Interventions to reduce barriers to entry
An important strategy in addressing barriers to employment is increasing wom-
en’s access to postprimary and vocational and technical education and improv-
ing the quality of education. Secondary school should prepare adolescents for 
employment as well as for postsecondary education. Especially important for 
adolescent girls’ participation and achievement in postprimary education is 
their enrollment and achievement in math, science, and other technical courses. 
Parents may be more willing to send girls to secondary school if there is a strong 
curriculum, particularly for girls in science (Herz and Sperling 2004). 

The Forum of African Women Educators, through its Female Education 
in Mathematics and Science in Africa program, aims to increase girls’ par-
ticipation and achievement in math, sciences, and technical subjects through 
multiple interventions. One way is through a gender-sensitive curriculum and 
pedagogy that relates these subjects to girls’ daily experiences and to the uses 
of science and math in the local community. The material should be presented 
in ways that engage girls, such as through problem solving and collaborative 
learning (Harding 1996). These types of programs need to be scaled up.

Policy changes are also needed in vocational and technical education. Cur-
rent policies and resource allocations in many countries restrict access and 
limit fields of technical study for girls (Hoffmann-Barthes, Nair, and Mal-
pede 1999; UNESCO 1999). More emphasis is needed on encouraging girls 
to go into nontraditional vocational and technical programs, such as engi-
neering and computer technology (UNESCO 2004). Botswana, for instance, 
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has established a Technical and Vocational Gender Reference Group to advise 
the Ministry of Education on guidelines for addressing gender inequities 
(UNESCO 2004). 

National policies that support caregiving and programs that provide care 
services—for children, the disabled or ill, and the elderly—are important to 
enable women to participate in paid employment. Childcare services, especially 
important, can be provided in private homes, at community centers, or at work 
sites. Care can range from custodial to a full range of services that support 
children’s health, growth, and development and respond to women’s needs, 
such as for flexible hours (Connelly, DeGraff, and Levison 1996; Evans 1995; 
Chatterjee and Macwan 1992; Himes, Landers, and Leslie 1992; Leonard and 
Landers 1991; Myers and Indriso 1986; Evans and Myers 1995; OEF 1979).8 

Public policy debates focus on whether governments should guarantee 
universal availability of services, what form government subsidies should take 
(direct subsidies to parents or public provision of services), the degree of public 
regulation of service quality, and the need for public support of training and 
quality improvements. The governments of most developed countries accept 
some responsibility for sharing the cost of rearing their nations’ children, and 
many have comprehensive family policies (Helburn 1999). European countries 
provide publicly supported childcare and other programs that absorb the costs 
of raising children and make it easier for women to juggle employment and 
care for children. Nordic countries have made the greatest commitment to 
supporting working parents by providing good quality, inexpensive care for 
children over one year old and parental leave benefits that compensate parents 
for loss of income and guarantee their job. 

Recognizing the value of early education, especially for poor children, 
governments in many developing countries also support childcare and early 
education services. In India as early as 1944 a government commission recom-
mended that the states establish free preschools. Today, there are a variety of 
federal, private, and voluntary programs (although coverage is far from uni-
versal). Institutionalized childcare is provided in China, where more than 90 
percent of young mothers are employed. Yet, not one country provides the 
investment in care services that is required to fully meet the needs of women 
and their children. Filling this gap is essential for meeting Goal 3. 

Interventions to improve the nature and conditions of employment
Employment-enhancing economic growth is a prerequisite for low-income 
countries, coupled with social policy that eliminates discriminatory employ-
ment barriers. It is easier to improve wages and working conditions in a grow-
ing economy. Equity in earnings is also needed, with both women and men 
able to earn wages high enough to permit them to provide for their fami-
lies. Relatively secure income sources are also crucial, particularly for women 
who head households but also for married women, to achieve a more equitable 
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distribution of household resources and unpaid labor and to improve women’s 
bargaining power (Seguino and Grown 2003). 

Public employment guarantee schemes. For poor women, especially in rural areas, 
public employment guarantees can provide an important source of work and 
income, although evaluations of country programs reveal a mixed track record. 
Perhaps the most well known and best studied scheme in developing countries 
is the Maharashtra Employment Guarantee Scheme, introduced in Maharash-
tra, India, in 1972. The scheme guarantees employment to unemployed rural 
adults on a defined piece-rate basis. The objectives are to sustain household 
welfare in the short run and contribute to development of the rural economy 
in the long run by improving rural infrastructure and assets. Women’s partici-
pation in the scheme increased gradually, rising from 41 percent in 1979 to 53 
percent in 1987, and has remained fairly stable since.9 The localized nature of 
the employment offered and the systematic provision of childcare reduce the 
costs of women’s participation, and there is no overt gender discrimination in 
wages. Women’s earnings from the scheme constitute as much as 30 percent of 
household income (Engkvist 1995). 

However, public employment guarantee schemes can also be gender biased. 
In many programs women earn less than men, partly because they are excluded 
from higher wage or physically difficult tasks. Women are more susceptible to 
exploitation, and village studies in India show higher rates of female participa-
tion than official registers, suggesting that women work as unpaid labor on 
behalf of men (Engkvist 1995).

Baden (1995) notes that other public works schemes have a varied record 
on female participation. Phase one of the Rural Employment Sector Program 
in Bangladesh achieved more than 40 percent participation of women. Women 
attended meetings and saved more regularly than men, but they were allocated 
fewer days of work at lower daily rates. Few women’s groups participated in 
project planning, compared with men’s groups.

There has been little attempt to draw women into more lucrative economic 
development programs. In Chile’s Minimum Employment Program (PEM), 
set up in 1975, 73 percent of participants were women by 1987. To counter the 
“feminization” of PEM, the government set up the Employment Program for 
Household Heads (POJH), paying the minimum wage to heads of household, 
twice the rate under PEM. POJH attracted mainly men and discouraged the 
wives of poor men from working outside the home.

Social protection. For countries with large informal workforces, providing 
social protection for them is one of the highest priorities.10 Too often social 
protection and safety net programs exclude women by failing to account for 
gender differences in labor market participation, access to information, and 
unpaid care responsibilities. That makes women more vulnerable to poverty 
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and the risks associated with economic and other shocks to household liveli-
hoods (Lund and Nicholson 2003). 

Increasingly, NGOs are providing social protection to informally employed 
workers to fill gaps in public provision of health insurance, child care, and 
disability. The Self-Employed Women’s Association in India is one example 
of an NGO effort, alone and in partnership with the Indian government, to 
deliver innovative services to address the needs of informal workers (box 7.1). 
Although NGO efforts are essential, maintaining an adequate level of social 

Box 7.1
The Self-Employed 

Women’s 
Association of 

India addresses 
the needs of 

the informally 
employed

Source: Blaxall 2004.

The Self-Employed Women’s Association (SEWA) was started in 1972 in Gujarat, India, 

as a membership organization for women who work in the informal sector. Membership 

growth since the mid-1980s has been rapid, averaging 25–35 percent a year. In 2003, with 

700,000 members, SEWA had branches in rural and urban areas in seven Indian states. 

SEWA’s flexible organizational structure incorporates a range of activities to address 

the needs of informally employed women:

• A trade union that helps women organize, negotiate better working conditions, and 

gain fair access to markets. In 2003 the urban branch of the union had 166,000 

members in more than 70 occupations or trades, including home-based workers, 

producers, manual laborers, and service providers. In rural areas the union focuses 

on creating alternative employment opportunities for its 370,000 members. 

• SEWA cooperatives help their members produce and market their goods and ser-

vices. The cooperatives ensure quality control and provide pricing and marketing 

services. In 2003 there were more than 100 SEWA cooperatives. Gram Mahila 

Haat, one of the more successful cooperatives, had arranged sales of products 

valued at more than $3.5 million by 2002, for its 23,000 members in 1,000 pro-

ducer groups. 

• SEWA Bank, launched in 1974 and with more than 300,000 member shareholders, 

is a pioneer of micro-credit. In 2003 it had deposits of $13.9 million in 200,000 

accounts and 50,000 outstanding loans totaling $3 million. The average loan size 

is $60 at an interest rate of 20 percent. The loan repayment rate is 96 percent. 

• SEWA provides basic healthcare services, usually organized around midwives and 

healthcare worker cooperatives. SEWA also encourages its members to use govern-

ment-run clinics and government-sponsored health and immunization campaigns. 

In 2002 nearly 300,000 people obtained healthcare services through SEWA teams, 

and SEWA provided low-cost medicines worth $250,000 through medical shops in 

Ahmedabad hospitals.

• In 2002 SEWA had 128 childcare centers serving 6,300 children.

• SEWA provides insurance through SEWA Bank and government insurance compa-

nies, covering more than 100,000 members in 2002. It covers maternity benefits, 

illness, death, and loss of property. 

• SEWA provides training to members who want to upgrade their homes. SEWA 

helped members rebuild homes after the 2001 earthquake. In 2002 a total of 

2,600 homes were built with ownership registered in the woman’s name. 

• SEWA also works to improve infrastructure services. An electrification initiative, 

initially started with 150 households, provided legalized electricity and cheaper 

and better service to the community and is now expanding.



100 Chapter 7

protection is ultimately a critical government function that needs sufficient 
budget support.

Microfinance. Microfinance programs have been the most popular economic 
strategy over the past two decades to assist poor and landless women in enter-
ing self-employment or starting their own business. According to the State of 
the Microcredit Summit Campaign 2001 Report, 14.2 million of the world’s 
poorest women now have access to financial services through specialized 
microfinance institutions, banks, NGOs, and other nonbank financial institu-
tions (Druschel, Quigley, and Sanchez 2001). Many microfinance programs, 
which incorporate savings components, have enabled women to build assets 
to use as collateral, reduce volatility in consumption, and self-finance invest-
ments rather than turning to creditors (Morduch 1999). According to Pitt and 
Khandker (1998), non-land assets increase substantially more when women 
borrow than when men do. 

Perhaps the most important impact of microfinance programs is to sta-
bilize household income (Kevane and Wydick 2001).11 Studies find some 
employment growth among family members of borrowers, but because the 
employment impact outside the family has been small (Dawson and Jeans 
1997), microfinance programs should not be depended on to accelerate eco-
nomic growth or large-scale poverty reduction. Donors should continue to 
support microfinance programs, but to boost their impact, microfinance pro-
grams need to be coupled with other types of products and services, including 
training, technology transfer, business development services, and marketing 
assistance. More attention also needs to be given to innovative savings and 
insurance instruments for low-income women (box 7.1). 

Legislation. Many developed and developing countries try to influence pay and 
working conditions through equal opportunity or antidiscrimination legisla-
tion (Rodgers 1999).12 Such legislation typically includes family leave policies; 
equal pay and equal opportunity issues; and standards for and rights at work. 
(See table A3.2 in appendix 3 for the status of maternity leave benefits by coun-
try, an example of such legislation.) Empirical evidence of the impact of such 
legislation on women’s employment and relative wages is mixed for developed 
countries and scant for developing countries. 

In Costa Rica, for instance, evidence suggests that legislation to lengthen 
maternity leave had little impact on wages and employment until a new enforce-
ment mechanism was created in 1990 (Gindling and Crummet 1977). With 
improved enforcement and stricter penalties for firms that violated the law, 
women’s wages fell significantly while their labor force participation did not 
increase. The evidence on equal pay and equal opportunity policies suggests 
that they have improved women’s relative wages in economies where collective 
bargaining is common (Australia, Canada, and United Kingdom) but have 
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been less successful in countries with decentralized wage-setting practices such 
as the United States.13 Enforcement is a big obstacle, especially in developing 
countries with neither the resources nor the institutional infrastructure to mon-
itor employment practices (Rodgers 1999). Countries need better resourced 
labor inspectorates and assistance for women in bringing legal cases. 

Although important, equal pay laws do not address lower earnings that 
result from occupational segregation by sex. Some countries have laws stipulat-
ing equal pay for work of comparable value. Some have tackled occupational 
segregation through legislation that improves women’s access to occupations 
that have traditionally been dominated by men. Closely related measures that 
prevent discrimination on the basis of marital status or family responsibilities 
have similar objectives, but their impact has not been rigorously evaluated. 

Policies to protect migrant women workers—a particularly vulnerable 
group—are being implemented in some countries. As a result of a United 
Nations Development Fund for Women regional program on migration, Jordan 
and the Philippines have agreed to a minimum set of standards embodied in a 
special working contract for migrant domestic workers. The contract provides 
migrant women workers with benefits including life insurance, medical care, 
rest days, and workplace protections. Whether this contract is being enforced 
is not known, and the results of such policies have yet to be evaluated.

Interventions to reduce inequalities in pensions and retirement
Many countries, especially in Latin America and in Eastern and Central Europe, 
are reforming their pension and social security programs. Gender equality has 
not been a high priority in these reform efforts (Fultz, Ruck, and Steinhilber 
2003). To protect retired women, such programs need to take account of gen-
der differences in earnings, labor force experience, and longevity. 

Because the specifics of pension reform vary across countries and there 
have been few studies of their effects, it is difficult to draw clear conclusions 
about the effects of different types of pension programs on women. Nonethe-
less, it is clear that programs that have a redistributive component and that do 
not require many years of contributions are better able to protect women in 
old age. Redistributive components may be based on residence or prorated by 
years of employment. Both are superior to an all or nothing benefit requiring 
a lifetime of formal market employment (World Bank 2001a). Since women’s 
earnings tend to be lower than men’s, minimum pension guarantees, survi-
vor benefits, and joint annuities can ensure that women receive a minimum 
threshold level of benefits (World Bank 2001a). 

South Africa’s pension scheme has reduced poverty among elderly women. 
It is a noncontributory, means-tested public pension that is payable to women 
after age 60 and men after age 65 (Burns, Keswell, and Leibbrandt forthcom-
ing).14 A little more than three-fifths of people 60 and older are women. And 
because women qualify earlier and live longer, the social pension reaches almost 
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three times as many women as men, giving it a strong gender dimension (Case 
and Deaton 1998; South African Department of Social Development 2002a, 
2002b). It has been estimated that more than 80 percent of the elderly in South 
Africa have access to no other income apart from the social pension and that 
the pension reduces the poverty gap for the elderly by 94 percent (South Afri-
can Department of Social Development 2002a, 2002b).

Further research is necessary to determine whether women are better or 
worse off in non-public pension schemes (occupational pensions, mandatory 
private pensions, or voluntary private pensions). Pension reforms of the past 
decade in Latin America and Eastern Europe have eliminated many of the 
redistributive elements of public pensions. In some cases (Chile) the rules are 
more favorable to women, but in other cases (Czech Republic, Hungary, and 
Poland) the risks have increased. A detailed analysis of Chile’s efforts to imple-
ment a defined contribution plan model found that it increased women’s incen-
tives to participate in the labor market, to save, and to use the social security 
system as a channel for their savings (Duryea, Cox Edwards, and Ureta 2001). 
The study also found that three characteristics raised the marginal benefit of 
own contributions for working women relative to the old system: there is no 
minimum contribution level, early contributions have a greater weight because 
of compound interest, and widows can keep their own pension in addition 
to their former husband’s pension.15 In the Czech Republic, Hungary, and 
Poland, by contrast, where reforms aimed at linking individual pension ben-
efits more closely to workers’ earnings and work history, lower-income workers, 
especially women, have been hurt (Fultz, Ruck, and Steinhilber 2003). 

In countries moving to private pension schemes, public pension schemes 
are an important supplement because they provide insurance and redistribu-
tion on a wider scale than private pensions. Public pensions are also a better 
alternative for women in low-income countries, where informal employment 
and widespread poverty coexist. 

Conclusion
While opportunities for women to earn an income have increased, the nature, 
terms, and quality of women’s employment have not improved commensu-
rately. Having access to paid work is critical to family survival, but it is not suf-
ficient for reducing poverty or empowering women. Decent, productive work 
for all should be the goal. 

The International Labour Organization’s Decent Work initiative provides 
a framework at the international level for promoting equal access to employ-
ment and equal treatment. The initiative seeks to foster rights at work, provide 
employment and social protection, and encourage social dialogue. Its goal is 
“to promote opportunities for women and men to obtain decent and productive 
work, in conditions of freedom, equity, security, and human dignity” (Anker 
and others 2002, p. 1). The gender sensitivity of the decent work framework 
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and the sex-disaggregated indicators it proposes for monitoring country per-
formance make it suitable for tracking a country’s progress toward eliminat-
ing gender inequalities in labor markets. The task force recommends that the 
International Labour Organization be given the resources and authority to 
take the leadership in collecting and disseminating data and monitoring prog-
ress for this initiative.
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Ensuring that women can participate in decisionmaking in all political arenas 
on equal footing with men is crucial for meeting Goal 3. Some countries have 
made noticeable progress on women’s representation in political bodies since 
1991. Their experience suggests that gender quotas and reservations are effec-
tive for increasing women’s representation in national and local legislatures. 
Strong women’s movements and government policies that reduce women’s 
multiple burdens can also facilitate women’s political participation.

Why women’s increased political representation is a priority
Increasing women’s representation in political office is now a widely held devel-
opment goal and one of the four indicators for tracking progress toward Goal 
3.1 The Beijing Platform for Action recommended that governments set a tar-
get reserving 30 percent of seats in national parliaments for women. A target of 
30 percent is only a first step toward gender equality in political participation, 
because true gender equality and empowerment requires 50 percent represen-
tation by women and the agency to shape decisions and outcomes.

There are three reasons why the task force selected political participation as 
a strategic priority. First, equality of opportunity in politics is a human right. 
Moreover, countries where women’s share of seats in political bodies is less than 
30 percent are less inclusive, less egalitarian, and less democratic. 

Second, equality of political participation is important to ensure that 
women’s interests are fairly represented in decisionmaking. Evidence suggests 
that women who participate directly in decisionmaking bodies press for dif-
ferent priorities than those emphasized by men. Women are often more active 
in supporting laws benefiting women, children, and families. The likelihood 
that women will promote such laws rises when there is a critical mass of women 
leaders and when there are mechanisms to institutionalize collective action 
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such as women’s caucuses or multiparty women’s alliances. Research in the 
United States has shown that female and male legislators have different policy 
priorities (Thomas 1991; Carroll 2001). A study of local government bodies in 
India found that female and male heads emphasized different policies (Chat-
topadhyay and Duflo 2004).

Third, evidence suggests that women’s participation in political decision-
making bodies improves the quality of governance. Three studies find a posi-
tive correlation between increased women’s participation in public life and a 
reduction in the level of corruption.2 And a poll conducted by Gallup and the 
Inter-American Dialogue in five Latin American countries in 2000 found that 
most of those surveyed believed that having more women in power improves 
government and that women are better able than men to handle a wide range 
of policy issues.

In general, women’s opportunities to exercise power tend to be greater at 
the local than at the national level. The greater the number of local governing 
bodies, the more opportunities there may be for aspiring women leaders. In 
federal systems where power is devolved to the local level and local bodies are 
popularly elected, women have greater opportunities to gain access to political 
office (table 8.1). Brazil, France, and India have policies to increase women’s 
political participation in local legislative bodies. In France and India these 
policies have produced massive growth in women’s presence in local office. 

Some countries have introduced provisions for women’s representation at 
local levels as part of recent decentralization initiatives. In Pakistan the Devo-
lution of Power Plan of March 2000 reserves 33 percent of legislative seats for 
women at the union, municipality (tehsil ), and district levels. India’s 73rd and 
74th constitutional amendments of 1993, intended to decentralize power to 
states and strengthen systems of local governance, requiring that 33 percent of 
seats in panchayats (local governing councils) be reserved for women.

In India studies of women in panchayats attest to the myriad ways women’s 
presence has changed local politics (Vyasulu and Vyasulu 2000). There are 

Table 8.1
Women’s political 
representation in 
selected federal 

countries, late 1990s 
Percent

 
— Not available.

a. Cities over 3,500 inhabitants.
b. Average across 22 states.
c. Percentage of local seats 

reserved for women.
d. Percentage in 

California in 1995.

Source: Htun 2003b.

Country National congress State legislatures City councils

Brazil 9 13 12

France 12 —  48a

India 9     9b  33c 

Mexico 16 4.5 12
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reports that women have made the panchayats more responsive to community 
demands for infrastructure, housing, schools, and health. Women officials 
have improved implementation of various government programs, and their 
presence has made women citizens more likely to take advantage of state ser-
vices and demand their rights. When women are the heads of panchayats, there 
is a greater likelihood that policies that are sensitive to women’s needs will be 
implemented (Chattopadhyay and Duflo 2004). Such effects take time to reg-
ister, however. In the early stages of women’s reservations, many women coun-
cilors seem merely to act as surrogates of their male relatives, but over time, 
they acquire the confidence and skills to act independently (Kudva 2003). 

Slow progress in women’s political participation, 1990–2000
Around the world women are still largely absent from national parliaments.3 
Only 14 countries have met the Beijing Platform for Action target of 30 per-
cent of seats held by women: Argentina, Bahamas, Belgium, Costa Rica, Cuba, 
Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Mozambique, Netherlands, Norway, Rwanda, 
South Africa, and Sweden. In another 27 countries women held between 20 
and 29 percent of seats in 2004.4 Yet, women have made notable progress in 
political life since 1990. Of the 129 countries that have longitudinal data, 
women have increased their share of seats in parliament in 96 countries. In 
29 countries women’s representation declined over the decade, and in four it 
remained unchanged.5 

Latin America and the Caribbean made the most noticeable progress (table 
8.2) of any region in the world. In just one decade the number of countries 
with very poor representation of women dropped from 20 to 7. Rwanda has 
also made rapid progress, with women now holding almost 50 percent of seats 
in the national parliament, up from 17 percent in 1990. Several other countries 
have also taken advantage of postconflict reconstruction to increase women’s 
parliamentary representation, including Timor-Leste (box 8.1).

Table 8.2
Share of women-held 

seats in national 
parliaments, 

1990 and 2004
Number of countries

 
Source: IPU 2004.

Region

Countries with 
high shares 

(more than 30%)

Countries with 
medium shares 
(20%–29.9%)

Countries with 
low shares 

(10%–19.9%)

Countries with 
very low shares 
(less than 10%)

1990 2004 1990 2004 1990 2004 1990 2004

Developed countries 4 7 2 7 8 7 9 1

East Asia and Pacific 0 0 3 3 2 4 14 15

Europe and 
Central Asia 2 0 4 5 1 11 2 12

Latin America and 
the Caribbean 2 4 0 6 8 16 20 7

Middle East and 
North Africa 0 0 0 0 1 5 11 10

South Asia 0 0 0 0 2 1 7 6

Sub-Saharan Africa 0 3 1 6 13 15 18 17

Total 8 14 10 27 35 59 81 68
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Interventions to increase women’s political representation
Gender quotas and reservations have demonstrated their effectiveness at 
increasing women’s representation in political bodies. Statutory gender quo-
tas require that political parties field a minimum number or percentage of 
female candidates in legislative elections. Argentina’s 1991 Quota Law (la Ley 
de Cupos), for example, requires that each party list contain a minimum of 30 
percent women. Political parties often adopt quotas on a voluntary basis rather 
than by legal statute. Reservations or reserved seats are mechanisms to set aside 
a percentage of legislative seats for women. These seats may be filled through 
competitive election or by appointment. In Taiwan Province of China, the 
seats go to women who receive the most votes in general elections. In Tanzania 
each party appoints women to fill the reserved seats in proportion to the votes 
it receives (Htun 2003b).

In 2004, 37 countries had gender quotas or reservations (table A4.2 in 
appendix 4). Of these 37 countries 23 had statutory gender quotas and 14 
reserved seats in national legislatures or local councils. In an additional 33 
countries political parties applied gender quotas on a voluntary basis. Quo-
tas have been used in both rich and poor countries and in both old and new 
democracies. 

Every region includes countries with statutory quotas or reservations, 
but two regional patterns stand out. In Latin America and the Caribbean 11 
countries adopted national gender quota legislation in the 1990s and a 12th 
(Colombia) introduced quotas for senior posts in the executive branch. This 
experience suggests the influence of regional diffusion of quota policies. In 
the Balkans during the 1990s gender quotas were introduced in every new 
electoral regime in the former Yugoslavia (Bosnia and Herzegovina, Kosovo, 
Macedonia, Serbia and Montenegro, and Slovenia), except for Croatia. The 
Balkan experience shows that in the period following civil war or the founding 

Box 8.1
A strong 

women’s political 
movement 

increases women’s 
parliamentary 

representation 
in Timor-Leste

Source: Prepared by Karen 
Mason, World Bank 2004.

In some settings political mobilization by women’s movements and groups can be an 

effective alternative to quota systems for ensuring women’s political representation.

In the run-up to the first post-independence parliamentary election in Timor-Leste (the 

former Indonesian province of East Timor), women’s organizations and their UN advisers 

discussed establishing a quota for women’s parliamentary representation. The Timor-Leste 

Women’s Network (REDE), a network of 14 women’s organizations, campaigned for manda-

tory quotas of 30 percent of women candidates with every third candidate on the list being 

a woman. The campaign was opposed by the United Nations on the grounds that winning 

parliamentary seats in an openly contested election would, in the long run, provide more 

sustainable and effective representation of women’s interests in national decisionmaking. 

But REDE’s campaign led the UN to make funds and training available to women can-

didates. In addition, parties with at least 30 percent of candidates who were women 

received extra television airtime. So even without an official quota some 27 percent of 

parliamentary seats went to women candidates.
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of a new state the crafting of new electoral institutions opens a window of 
opportunity for increasing women’s representation. In some cases the interna-
tional community has influenced adoption of such policies. In others women’s 
groups within the country have been the most important actors. 

Although many countries have introduced quotas, there is tremendous 
variation in women’s legislative representation in these countries (table A4.3 in 
appendix 4). Thus, quotas do not automatically ensure women’s equal repre-
sentation in legislative bodies (Tinker 2002). 

Making quotas more effective
Experience offers four lessons about the conditions under which quotas 
effectively enhance women’s voice in political bodies. The first lesson is that 
a country’s electoral system strongly influences the impact of quotas (Htun 
2003b). Quotas work best in closed-list, proportional representation systems 
with placement mandates and where electoral districts are large—where many 
candidates are elected from each electoral district and parties can expect sev-
eral candidates running in the district to gain a seat. In such systems voters 
vote for a party list, not for individual candidates, and party leaders control the 
placement of candidates on the list. The number of votes received by the party 
determines how many candidates from the rank-ordered list are elected. 

Second, placement mandates are critical to the success of quotas in closed-
list proportional representation electoral systems. Because candidates are 
elected from party lists in the order in which they appear, placement on the list 
determines the chances of being elected. Placement mandates require parties 
to place women in high or “electable” positions on party lists (for example, by 
alternations of women’s positions with men’s on the party list). This system 
sets up a reasonably direct relationship between the number of women can-
didates and the number of women elected. Without these mandates political 
parties tend to comply with quotas in the most “minimalist” manner permit-
ted by law, assigning women the lowest places on the list (Jones 1998). For 
example, the Costa Rican quota law contained no placement mandate for the 
first two elections in which it was applied, and parties placed many women 
near the bottom of party lists, where they stood no realistic chance of getting 
elected. Following the Costa Rican Supreme Court ruling requiring parties to 
adopt placement mandates, women’s representation in the national parliament 
jumped from 19 percent to 35 percent.

Third, quota laws must specify details of implementation. Vague laws leave 
too much discretion to political parties to apply—or fail to apply—quotas as 
they see fit. For example, the first Mexican quota law of 1996 failed to spec-
ify whether the quotas applied to regular candidates, alternates, or both. As a 
result political parties complied with the gender quota by including women as 
alternate candidates. In the national elections of 2000, 70 percent of alternate 
candidates were women. Mexico’s law, revised substantially in 2002, also fails 
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to specify how the quota is supposed to be applied in the 300 single-member 
districts that elect three-fifths of the Mexican Chamber of Deputies.6

Finally, for quota laws to be effective, there must be sanctions for noncom-
pliance. The strongest sanction is to have a party’s list of candidates declared 
invalid and for the party to be forbidden from contesting the election. For these 
sanctions to work, judges must be able to monitor party compliance and groups 
must be able to challenge noncompliant lists in court. When a quota law was 
first applied in Argentina in 1993, for example, very few party lists complied 
(Aggio 2001). Networks of women politicians and feminist activists, spear-
headed by the National Women’s Council of the executive branch, appeared in 
court to challenge party lists. In most cases electoral judges refused to validate 
the lists and sent them back to the political parties (Durrieu 1999).

Other ways to increase women’s political representation
Even without quotas and reservations, there are ways to catalyze women’s 
increased political representation. A country’s political culture plays an impor-
tant role. For instance, social welfare states such as the Nordic countries tend 
to be more conducive to women’s leadership. By offering generous provisions 
for childcare and other family support, welfare states make women’s gender 
roles less of an obstacle to participation in public life. A recent study of wom-
en’s representation in parliaments in 190 countries found that governments 
that consider the provision of welfare (or “care work” for children, the sick, and 
the elderly) an “affirmative duty of the state” tend to elect some 5 percent more 
women to national legislatures than countries without these policies (holding 
all other factors constant; McDonagh 2002). The same study found an inter-
active effect between constitutionalized care work policies, policies upholding 
democratic civil rights, and women’s political representation. Countries with 
both sets of policies could be expected to have 7 percent more women in their 
national legislatures than other countries.

The presence of a strong women’s political movement can also make a 
difference, as Timor-Leste shows (box 8.1). Women’s organizations can mobi-
lize a political constituency and pressure governments to implement specific 
measures to ensure that women are well represented in political parties and 
national decisionmaking bodies.

In the final analysis women’s political representation can be increased 
through several mechanisms. The most direct are party quotas, statutory 
quotas, and reservations. Women’s participation in political bodies can also 
be facilitated by state policies that institutionalize care responsibilities, and a 
strong women’s movement. The presence of women in power serves as an indi-
cator of a society’s fairness and has the potential to trigger more fundamental 
changes in gender relations and beliefs about appropriate gender roles.
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Combat violence against women 

Violence against women occurs in epidemic proportions in many countries 
around the world. In surveys conducted in various countries between 10 and 
69 percent of women report having experienced domestic violence (which is 
only one form of violence against women; see Heise, Ellsberg, and Gotte-
moeller 1999). 

Violence against women has serious health and development impacts and 
is a gross violation of women’s rights. Its continued existence is fundamentally 
inconsistent with Goal 3. Although no single intervention will eliminate vio-
lence against women, a combination of infrastructural, legal, judicial, enforce-
ment, educational, health, and other service-related actions can significantly 
reduce it and its consequences. For that to happen, however, violence against 
women must first be viewed as unacceptable. A global campaign to establish 
this norm, combined with a scaling-up of community-based interventions 
and analyses that document the costs of violence against women, is needed if 
violence against women is to become a rare occurrence rather than a global 
epidemic. 

Why combating violence against women is a strategic priority
Gender inequality perpetuates violence against women, and violence against 
women restricts women’s ability to use their capabilities and take advantage 
of opportunities, thereby reinforcing gender inequality.1 Worldwide, it is esti-
mated that violence against women is as serious a cause of death and incapacity 
among reproductive-age women as is cancer, and it is a more common cause of 
ill-health among women than traffic accidents and malaria combined. 

Violence against women exists on a continuum, from domestic violence to 
violence as a weapon of war. It is widely recognized as an important develop-
ment constraint that retards economic growth and poverty reduction (Moser 
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and Moser 2003; Fajnzylber, Lederman, and Loayza 1998). Gender-based vio-
lence is the most widespread manifestation of the many interrelated categories 
of daily violence. Yet this type of violence is still relatively invisible because it 
typically occurs within the private sphere and is often viewed as a routine and 
accepted feature of male-female relationships (Kelly and Radford 1998).

Violence against women has many health consequences (Heise, Pitanguy, 
and Germaine 1994; World Bank 1993). Physical and sexual abuse lie behind 
unwanted pregnancies, sexually transmitted infections, including HIV/AIDS, 
and complications of pregnancy (Johns Hopkins School of Public Health 
1999b). A large survey of married men in Uttar Pradesh, India, for example, 
showed that men who admitted to forcing their wives to have sex were 2.6 
times more likely than other men to have caused an unplanned pregnancy. 
Abusive men were also more likely to expose their wives to sexually transmitted 
infections because they were also more likely than other men to have engaged 
in extramarital sex (Martin and others 1999). Across 13 Demographic and 
Health Surveys an average of 9 percent of married women with an unmet need 
for contraception cited their husbands’ disapproval as the main reason for not 
using contraception (Bongaarts and Bruce 1995). 

In some cases the experience of violence can be a strong predictor of HIV. 
In a study in Tanzania of women who sought services at a voluntary counseling 
and testing service center, women who were HIV positive were 2.6 times more 
likely to have experienced violence in an intimate relationship than women who 
were HIV negative (Maman and others 2000). Moreover, violence appears to 
increase women’s risk of gynecological disorders, including chronic pelvic pain, 
irregular vaginal bleeding, vaginal discharge, pelvic inflammatory disease, and 
sexual dysfunction (Johns Hopkins School of Public Health 1999b).

Around the world studies have found that one woman in four is physically 
or sexually abused during pregnancy (Johns Hopkins School of Public Health 
1999b). Violence before and during pregnancy can have serious health conse-
quences for women and their children. Some studies indicate that women who 
are battered during pregnancy run twice the risk of miscarriage and four times 
the risk of having a low birth-weight baby compared with women who are not 
battered (Stark and others 1981; Bullock and McFarlane 1989). Violence may 
also be linked to a sizable portion of maternal deaths. A recent study of mater-
nal deaths in more than 400 villages in three districts in Maharashtra, India, 
revealed that 16 percent of deaths during pregnancy were caused by domestic 
violence (Ganatra 1996).

Over and above this, evidence collected in the past decade shows that vio-
lence against women is an important development constraint.2 National gov-
ernments, women’s organizations, and the United Nations now recognize that 
violence against women is an abuse of basic human rights and that atrocities 
such as rape committed against women during armed conflict are a weapon of 
war and a gender-based crime. Social violence in the home has been found to 

Violence against 

women is an 

important 

development 

constraint



112 Chapter 9

be correlated with economic crime outside of the home, as well as with political 
and institutional violence at the local and national level (Moser 2001).

This chapter focuses on two important types of violence: domestic or inti-
mate partner violence and sexual violence by strangers or nonfamily members. 
Domestic or intimate partner violence occurs in the home, at the hands of inti-
mate partners or relatives, and its manifestations include rape and other forms 
of sexual violence, physical violence, and psychological abuse. Sexual violence 
occurs within the wider community, and its manifestations include rape and 
sexual assault or intimidation in public spaces. Women are at increased risk of 
this type of violence in conflict situations. In both conflict and nonconflict set-
tings women are primarily the victims of sexual violence and men are primarily 
the perpetrators. 

Prevalence of violence against women
Accurate statistical data on the prevalence of gender-based violence are dif-
ficult to come by because of underreporting by victims and underrecording 
by police, which also mean that existing evidence most likely underestimates 
prevalence.3 Few national statistical bodies collect data on the topic, and few 
of the available studies yield information that is comparable across countries 
or regions.4 

The population-based surveys that are available often find that violence 
against women cuts across socioeconomic, religious, and ethnic groups and across 
geographical areas.5 Evidence from diverse contexts reveals that women living in 
poverty are especially vulnerable to gender-based violence (WHO 2002b; KfW 
and City of Cape Town 2002; Bid, Nanavaty, and Patel 2002; Omorodion and 
Olusanya 1998), as are adolescent girls. In some countries, however, it is better-
off women who are at greater risk (Kishor and Johnson 2004). 

Women are at risk of violence when carrying out essential daily activities—
walking or taking public transport to work, collecting water or firewood—
especially early in the morning or late at night. Using public transport can 
make women especially vulnerable to rape, as reported in India (Bid, Nana-
vaty, and Patel 2002), Papua New Guinea (Sen 1998), and Zambia, where girls 
are at risk of sexual abuse by school bus drivers (Human Rights Watch 2002). 
Secluded or unlit areas, such as isolated bus stops, public latrines, or dark places 
are also frequent locations of rape (KfW and City of Cape Town 2002; Louw 
and Shaw 1997; Human Rights Watch 1995). A study in metropolitan South 
Africa found that 15.5 percent of incidents of sexual abuse occurred in outdoor 
public places (Bollen and others 1999). 

Adolescent girls are also at risk of violence, sometimes experiencing sexual 
violence in schools. This problem is particularly acute in Africa. An Africa 
Rights report identified cases of teachers gaining “sexual favors” in return for 
good grades in the Democratic Republic of Congo, Ghana, Nigeria, Somalia, 
South Africa, Sudan, Zambia, and Zimbabwe (Omaar and de Waal 1994). 
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Studies also estimate that a third of schoolgirls in Johannesburg have been 
subjected to sexual violence at school (Hayward 2000).6 

In 48 surveys from around the world 10–69 percent of women report hav-
ing been assaulted by an intimate male partner at some time in their lives 
(Heise, Ellsberg, and Gottemoeller 1999). In a geographically diverse group of 
countries in Latin America, North Africa, Sub-Saharan Africa, and South and 
East Asia,Demographic and Health Survey interviewers asked women whether 
they had ever been subject to intimate partner violence or violence from any 
member of their community. The reported rates of violence by intimate part-
ners or strangers are high for all countries (table 9.1). In Zambia more than half 
of the women surveyed and in Colombia, Haiti, and Peru more than a third 
reported that they had been attacked. 

Some 10–35 percent of women in Latin America and 13–45 percent in Sub-
Saharan Africa have experienced physical violence by intimate partners at some 
time in their lives (Buvinic, Morrison, and Shifter as cited in Morrison and Biehl 
1999; Heise, Ellsberg, and Gottemoeller 1999). Smaller scale studies find similar 
levels of violence against women, with 67 percent in rural Papua New Guinea, 
reporting having been physically abused by an intimate partner, 66 percent of 
women in rural Bangladesh, 59 percent in Japan, 52 percent in Nicaragua, 41 
percent in Uganda, 40 percent in India, and 35 percent in Egypt (Schuler, Hash-
emi, and Badal 1998; Sancho-Liao 1993; UNICEF 2000; ICRW 2000).

Intimate partner rape is also common. In national surveys 10–15 percent 
of women report having been forced to have sex with their intimate partner 
(Heise, Pitanguy, and Germaine 1994). Local level data reinforce this finding. 
A study in Guadalajara, Mexico, found that 23 percent of women reported 
having been the victim of a rape by a partner in their lifetime. Similar figures 
have been reported for Georgia, United States (42 percent); Midlands, Zimba-
bwe (25 percent); Lima, Peru (23 percent); and North London, England (23 
percent) (WHO 2002b; Kalichan and others 1998). 

Global prevalence is also high for nonfamily or stranger sexual violence, 
with at least one in five women suffering rape or attempted rape (WHO 

Table 9.1
Percentage of women 
ages 15–49 who have 

experienced any 
violence since age 15, 

latest available data 
 

a. Sample includes only women 
who are or have been married.

b. Includes only women 
who have ever experienced 

violence since first marriage.
 

Source: Kishor and Johnson 
2004 based on Demographic 

and Health Surveys.

Country
Women ever beaten 

by anyone
Women ever beaten by 

a spouse or partner 

Cambodiaa 23.4  (n = 2,403) 17.5  (n = 2,403)

Colombia 41.0  (n = 11,536) 44.1  (n = 7,602)

Dominican Republic 23.9  (n = 8,746) 22.3  (n = 6,807)

Egypta, b 35.0  (n = 7,123) 34.4  (n = 7,123)

Haiti 35.2  (n = 3,389) 28.8  (n = 2,347)

Indiaa 21.0  (n = 90,303) 18.9  (n = 90,303)

Nicaraguaa 32.6  (n = 8,507) 30.2  (n = 8,507)

Peru 47.4  (n = 27,259) 42.4  (n = 17,369)

Zambia 58.7  (n = 5,029) 48.4  (n = 3,792)
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1997b).7 South Africa has the highest reported rape rate, with a woman raped 
every 90 seconds (Coomaraswamy 1994). In Papua New Guinea one study 
found that 55 percent of women had been raped (IRNVAW 1998). Crime 
victim surveys reveal that 8 percent of women in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil report 
having been sexually assaulted in the previous five years, 6 percent in Tirana, 
Albania, and 1.6 percent in Beijing, China, (WHO 2002b). Studies also show 
that many young women experience forced sexual initiation, with figures at 
48 percent in Caribbean countries (WHO 2002b), 21 percent in the Central 
African Republic (Heise, Ellsberg, and Gottemoeller 1999), and 32 percent 
of pregnant adolescents in an antenatal clinic in Cape Town, South Africa 
(Jewkes and others 2001). 

An International Rescue Committee study suggests that sexual violence has 
been a strategy of armed conflict in virtually all recent armed conflicts (Ward 
2002). Documentary evidence of this phenomenon comes from Afghanistan, 
Algeria, Angola, Argentina, Bangladesh, El Salvador, Guatemala, Indonesia, 
Kuwait, South Africa, and Sudan.8 While wartime rape may be an end in itself, 
it can also be used as a means of subverting community bonds, both as “war 
booty” and “asset stripping” as in Mozambique (Turshen 2001), or as a tool 
of ethnic cleansing as in Bosnia and Herzegovina (Cockburn 1998), Rwanda 
(WHO 2002b), and Sudan (Amnesty International 2004). In postconflict con-
texts women are also extremely vulnerable to rape in refugee camps. One study 
found that 26 percent of Burundi women in a Tanzanian camp had experienced 
sexual violence since becoming a refugee (Nduna and Goodyear 1997). In the 
Rwandan camps in 1994 it was reported that virtually every woman and girl 
past puberty had been sexually assaulted (Coomaraswamy 1998). 

The costs of violence against women
The economic, social, and health-related costs of violence against women—for 
women, their families, and social and economic development—are thought by 
many researchers to be substantial. Most of the data on the costs of violence 
refer to the experiences of Western industrialized countries such as Australia, 
Canada, Finland, New Zealand, and the United Kingdom, where systems of 
information and services are well developed. A few recent studies, however, have 
estimated the costs of violence against women in countries in Latin America.

Estimates distinguish four types of costs: monetary, nonmonetary, economic 
multiplier effects, and social multiplier effects.9 Monetary costs refer to the mone-
tary value of goods and services used in preventing violence, treating victims, and 
apprehending and prosecuting perpetrators (Buvinic and Morrison 1997). For 
example, the annual monetary cost of violence against women in Canada has been 
estimated at Can$684 million in the criminal justice system and Can$187 mil-
lion for police. Counseling and training in response to violence is estimated at 
Can$294 million, for a total of more than Can$1 billion a year (Korf and others 
1997). Table 9.2 summarizes some of the estimates of other studies. 

The economic, 

social, and 

health-related 

costs of 

violence against 

women are 

thought to be 

substantial



115Combat violence against women

Nonmonetary costs include increased suffering, illness, and death; abuse of 
alcohol and drugs; and depression. A World Bank (1993) study estimated that 
annual rates of rape and domestic violence translated into 9 million years of dis-
ability-adjusted life years lost, including premature mortality as well as disability 
and illness. A study in Mexico City found violence to be the third most important 
cause of death among women (Lozano as cited in Morrison and Biehl 1999). 

The broader economic effects of violence against women—the economic 
multiplier effects—include increased absenteeism; decreased labor market 
participation; reduced productivity; lower earnings, investment, and savings; 
and lower intergenerational productivity. In Chile domestic violence reduced 
women’s earnings by $1.56 billion in 1996, or more than 2 percent of GDP; 
in Nicaragua earnings were reduced by $29.5 million, or 1.6 percent of GDP 
(Morrison and Orlando in Morrison and Biehl 1999). In both countries abused 
women earned far less than other women, controlling for a number of factors 
likely to affect earnings. Research conducted in India estimated that women 
lost an average of 7 working days after an incident of violence (ICRW 2000).

Violence against women also affects their children’s schooling. A study in 
Nicaragua found that 63 percent of children of female victims of violence had 
to repeat a school year and left school an average of four years earlier than other 
children (Larraín, Vega, and Delgado 1997). 

Social multiplier effects include the impact of violence on interpersonal 
relations and quality of life, such as the effect on children of witnessing vio-
lence, a reduced quality of life, and reduced participation in democratic pro-
cesses. Children who witness abuse, or who are victims themselves, tend to 
imitate and perpetuate that behavior (Larraín, Vega, and Delgado 1997). 
Women who have been abused by intimate partners are socially isolated, often 
at the partner’s insistence. This prevents a woman from participating in com-
munity and income-earning activities, but perhaps most important, it robs her 
of the social interaction that might help her end the abuse (Buvinic, Morrison, 
and Shifter as cited in Morrison and Biehl 1999).

Table 9.2
Estimated cost of 

violence against 
women, selected 

countries and regions
 

Source: New South Wales 
1991 for Australia; Greaves, 

Hankivsky, and Kingston-
Riechers 1995 for Canada; 

and Korf and others 1997 for 
the Netherlands, as cited in 
Buvinic and Morrison 2000.

Region
Total estimated 

cost (US$ million) Year Type of violence
Costs included 
in estimate

New South 
Wales, Australia

1,000 1991 Domestic violence Individual, government, 
employer and third 
party—health care, legal, 
criminal justice, social 
welfare, employment, 
child care, and housing 

Canada 2,750 1995 Physical violence, 
sexual assault, 
rape, incest, child 
sexual abuse

Individual, government, 
and third party—
social services and 
education, criminal 
justice, labor and work, 
health and medical 

Netherlands 80 1997 Physical and sexual 
domestic violence 
against women

Police and justice, 
medical, psychosocial 
care, labor and 
social security 
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Interventions for combating violence against women 
The scale and complexity of gender-based violence means there are no uniform 
global solutions to this problem. Needed are multisectoral strategies that deal with 
the complex and intersecting dynamics that perpetuate violence against women. 
Great progress has been made in the last 10 years in addressing this issue. Docu-
mentary evidence reveals an extensive rage of interventions designed to prevent 
gender-based violence, to support survivors of abuse, and to punish perpetrators. 
The effectiveness of particular interventions is, however, less well documented. 

Moser and Moser (2003) classify current solutions by their objectives, 
level, and main type of intervention (table 9.3). Interventions may be separate 
gender-based violence initiatives or components of other sectoral programs. 
As with any categorization, these are ideal types. In reality, policymakers and 
practitioners are shifting toward more integrated approaches and are main-
streaming gender-based violence interventions into cross-sectoral violence 
reduction strategies. 

Human rights instruments
In the past decade several international treaties have defined violence against 
women as a human rights violation. In an interpretative statement in 1992 
the monitoring body of the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 
Discrimination against Women clarified that gender-based violence consti-
tuted discrimination and thus was covered under the convention (UN 1979), 
obliging signatories to report on measures to reduce gender-based violence. 

Table 9.3
Sector-level 

interventions to 
address gender-
based violence

 
Source: Moser and Moser 2003.

Sector policy 
or program

Objective in addressing 
gender-based violence Level of intervention Type of intervention

Human rights Legal enforcement 
by states and other 
social actors

International Global human rights 
documents and policies 

Criminal justice Deterrence and control National laws Gender-based violence laws

National and 
municipal programs

Legal reform 
Conciliatory mechanisms 
Training of police and 
judiciary 
Women’s police stations

Health Prevention and 
victim support

State and municipal 
programs

Training and procedures 
Crisis services for victims 
Programs for perpetrators

Education Prevention and reduction National, municipal, 
and nongovernmental 
organizations

School-based education 
programs 
Communication campaigns

Community-
driven 
development

Victim support and 
empowerment 

Community, through 
municipal and 
national programs

Shelters and hotlines 
Peer partnerships 
Community-based protection

Conflict 
prevention and 
reconstruction

Deterrence and 
reduction through 
reconstruction activities

International, national, 
and municipal

UN guidelines 
Services for refugees

Urban 
upgrading and 
infrastructure 

Deterrence and reduction 
through environmental 
improvements

Municipal Land use planning  
Transport  
Water and sanitation
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In June 1993 the Vienna Declaration and Program of Action incorporated a 
special emphasis on gender-based violence. In December 1993 the UN Gen-
eral Assembly adopted the Declaration on the Elimination of Violence against 
Women, addressing abuse of women at home, in the community, and by the 
state. It recognized the state’s duty to prevent, investigate, and punish acts of 
violence against women (UN 1993). These advances were reinforced by the 
Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action (UN 1995). 

These treaties and policy instruments represent important achievements, 
and several countries have attempted to reform national laws and judicial sys-
tems to make them congruent with the international treaties. Many Latin 
American countries have taken steps to modify laws and policies in accordance 
with a regional convention, the Inter-American Convention on the Preven-
tion, Punishment, and Eradication of Violence against Women (Belem do Para 
1994), which provided a framework for national action. 

National, sectoral, and local interventions
Throughout the 1990s countries around the world adopted new legislation 
on intimate partner violence and reformed laws relating to rape. By 2003, 
45 nations (28 in Latin America and the Caribbean) had adopted legislation 
against domestic violence, 21 more were drafting new laws, and many countries 
had amended criminal assault laws to include domestic violence (UNIFEM 
2003a). This legislation broadens the definition of rape to include acts by inti-
mate partners, reforms sentencing rules for rapists, facilitates the granting of 
restraining orders, and removes requirements to corroborate a victim’s account 
or prove her lack of consent, among others. Despite significant advances, con-
siderable challenges remain for consistent and effective implementation and 
enforcement of the legislation.

Complementing national initiatives are an extensive range of interventions 
that target gender-based violence in specific areas.10 Criminal justice, with its 
emphasis on deterrence and control, is an accepted institutional approach to 
combating gender-based violence. Legislation criminalizing and deterring such 
violence—complementing national legislation—forms the top tier of criminal 
justice interventions. Other innovations include alternative conciliatory mech-
anisms, judicial and police training, and all-women police stations.

The health system is often the first entry point for victims of abuse. Most 
women victims of partner or sexual violence visit health care service provid-
ers but often resist contact with the police or other services (Heise, Pitanguy, 
and Germaine 1994). A range of interventions can provide victim support and 
deter additional violence, from training protocols for health care providers, 
integrated victim service centers, and referral systems that link health care set-
tings with legal and law enforcement services to programs for perpetrators.

Education provides another important entry point for combating or pre-
venting gender-based violence. Interventions include school-based programs 
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and broader communications campaigns aimed at raising community aware-
ness about the damaging effects of violence. Pamphlets, radio, television, the-
atre, and other public awareness media can educate and promote change by 
reaching large audiences. Posters can also be effective in linking those in need 
with service providers. After a poster campaign to combat domestic violence 
was launched in New York’s subways and buses, calls to the advertised hotline 
increased by 14 percent (UNIFEM 2001).

Communities play an important role in defining solutions to violence and 
providing support to victims of abuse. Crisis shelters, telephone hotlines, com-
munity-based networks, and locally devised and implemented dispute resolu-
tion processes are examples of local-level interventions. 

Infrastructure-related interventions
Because violence often occurs in unsafe public spaces, interventions to improve 
public infrastructure can reduce violence against women. To address the prob-
lem of violence on unsafe streets and public transport, the City of Montreal 
introduced the Between Two Stops bus service, allowing women to get off the 
bus at night between bus stops if that is closer to their destination. The Bang-
kok Mass Transit Authority implemented The Lady Bus service in 2000 in 
response to women’s complaints of sexual harassment and violence while com-
muting. The Lady Bus accepts only women passengers, and male bus drivers 
and conductors are directed to protect the women passengers in case of emer-
gency. On salary payment days (the most risky period for women using public 
transport), every third bus is a Lady Bus—a service that will be increased if the 
project proves successful (UN-HABITAT 2001a). In Mumbai, India, com-
muter trains include women-only cars.

Women’s security while using public latrines is another important concern, 
not always well addressed. For instance, the sanitation component of an Oxfam 
urban development program in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, designed latrines with 
inadequate doors and no electric light. Local women did not consider them 
safe and so did not use them (Tadele 1996). In India, by contrast, the National 
Slum Dwellers Federation and the women’s organization Mahila Milan built a 
new community toilet managed by local women on a pay-and-use system. The 
facilities have improved safety and cleanliness (UN-HABITAT 2001a).

Urban upgrading has been identified as an important entry point for 
addressing violence, including sexual abuse. In Cape Town, South Africa, 
the recent Violence Prevention through Urban Upgrading project responds 
to extreme violence levels in the Khayelitsha township through an interlinked 
triangle of urban renewal strategies for better physical arrangements (to reduce 
opportunities for violence), criminal justice measures (to discourage potential 
violators), and public health and conflict resolution interventions (to support 
victims of violence; KfW and City of Cape Town 2002). The project feasibil-
ity study had demonstrated a strong relationship between levels of violence and 
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crime and inadequate infrastructure provision. Narrow paths, open fields, dis-
tant communal latrines, unsafe transport hubs, poor lighting, empty shacks, 
and proximity to shebeens (bars or pubs) were found to exacerbate already high 
levels of rape. 

Regional and global initiatives
Although the international community has rallied to address other epidem-
ics (such as HIV and tuberculosis), it has not responded in the same way to 
the epidemic of violence against women. For instance, while UN General 
Assembly resolution 50/166 established a Trust Fund to End Violence against 
Women at the United Nations Development Fund for Women (UNIFEM), 
country needs and requests far outstrip the fund’s current resources: the trust 
fund receives about $15 million in requests annually but has only $1 million to 
disburse. With its visibility and track record, the trust fund could serve as an 
important mechanism for a strong global response.

Other global initiatives have sought to change the norms that support 
violence against women. Two visible examples are The 16 Days of Activism 
to End Violence against Women, celebrated each year from November 25 
through December 10 (International Human Rights Day), which engages tens 
of thousands of (mostly) women’s NGOs in nearly every country, and the V-
Day Campaign, which uses Valentine’s Day (February 14) to raise awareness 
of intimate partner violence against women.11

At the regional level the Inter-American Development Bank’s efforts to 
mainstream the objective of reducing violence against women in its lending 
operations for citizen security is a promising approach that should be replicated 
by other regional and international financial institutions (box 9.1). Because 
violence against women has high economic and social development costs, 
incorporating a focus on violence against women is well within the mandate 
of these institutions. 

The task force seeks to complement the global, national, and regional efforts 
by calling for a new global campaign to end violence against women, spear-
headed by the UN Secretary-General and endorsed by the General Assembly. 
The task force recommends that the campaign draw links between violence 
against women and women’s vulnerability in the HIV/AIDS epidemic, high-
lighting yet another reason to bring about the changes in attitudes and prac-
tices required to end violence against women and building on the leadership 
that the United Nations and the Secretary-General have already provided in 
the fight against the global HIV/AIDS epidemic. 

The global campaign to end violence against women would mobilize lead-
ership at all levels—local, national, and international—to generate action to 
make violence against women unacceptable. Important components would be 
mass media campaigns, support for collecting and analyzing country-level data 
on violence against women, and an infusion of resources to the UNIFEM 
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Box 9.1
Mainstreaming 

attention to 
domestic violence 

in lending 
operations: six 

elements of 
Inter-American 

Development 
Bank success

 
Source: Prepared by Mayra 

Buvinic, Inter-American 
Development Bank 2004. 

The Inter-American Development Bank (IDB) has mainstreamed the objective of reducing 

domestic violence against women in its lending operations for citizen security. Since 1998 

the IDB has approved more than $123 million in lending for the control and prevention of 

violence in five countries (Chile, Colombia, Honduras, Jamaica, and Uruguay). These loans 

have raised substantial domestic counterpart funds in all five countries to fight violence. 

Some loans integrate gender concerns in most project components, for instance, 

making sure that indicators for gender and domestic violence are collected in national 

information systems on crime and violence and that the police are trained to handle 

domestic violence cases (Colombia); that the court system trains judges and probation 

officers on intrafamily violence (Jamaica); or that the multisector models from crime 

prevention that are piloted on specific topics include abuse against women and children 

(Chile). The projects in Honduras and Uruguay include a specific component to prevent 

domestic violence and treat its victims. In most loans some funding goes to women’s 

NGOs with expertise in research, advocacy, and treatment of domestic violence against 

women.

How did this happen, and how can it be replicated? Six elements have contributed to 

the IDB’s success.

• Relevance. Latin America and the Caribbean is the second most violent region in 

the world (after Sub-Saharan Africa). Along with high rates of homicide, there are 

high rates of victimization of women and rising violence since the mid-1980s. As a 

result, reducing violence is a priority for citizens in the region, and there is growing 

awareness of violence against women, especially in the NGO sector.

• Leadership. Listening and responding to these citizen concerns, IDB President 

Enrique V. Iglesias, in a bold move for a development bank, launched work on 

violence reduction in 1996 and assigned resources to it. The IDB organized high-

visibility seminars to catalyze interest in the region and undertook badly needed 

research. The region’s response and interest were immediate.

• Grant financing. Modest but critical grant financing was made available to under-

take the work (IDB and Nordic Trust Fund monies to the IDB).

• Availability of expertise. The IDB was able to tap into local expertise in the region 

on domestic violence, facilitating research and project interventions. 

• Research. Research showed the intrinsic as well as the instrumental value of main-

streaming attention to domestic violence in lending for violence reduction opera-

tions. It made the case that violence is mostly a learned behavior and that one 

of the earliest opportunities for learning violence is in the home. Thus, domestic 

violence is deserving of attention in its own right and as a key to preventing the 

transmission of violence. The research also provided a sound economic rationale 

for investing in domestic violence reduction operations (Morrison and Orlando as 

cited in Morrison and Biehl 1999). 

• Openness to innovation. A new generation of IDB operations, citizen security lend-

ing, was launched in parallel with the mainstreaming efforts to emphasize violence 

prevention in all IDB loans. These new designs provided a unique opportunity for 

mainstreaming a gender perspective from the start, increasing the likelihood that 

this perspective would be incorporated in future designs. This last element is per-

haps the most difficult to replicate because the very nature of the mainstreaming 

task calls for integrating new thinking into established practice.
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trust fund. The trust fund could award numerous grants for evaluating and 
expanding local interventions, increasing the visibility of interventions that 
reduce the levels of violence against women, and disseminating best practices. 
The campaign would also call on communities and leaders to address this 
gross violation of women’s rights. Plans for such a campaign are already under 
way through the Global Coalition for Women and AIDS, established by the 
Joint United Nations Programme on HIV/AIDS (UNAIDS) and its sponsor-
ing agencies.
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Data and indicators for 
monitoring progress

The previous chapters have discussed the seven strategic priorities that need 
to be addressed to accelerate progress toward Millennium Development 
Goal 3. This chapter suggests indicators to use in monitoring progress on 
these strategic priorities at country and international levels. These indica-
tors are intended to supplement, or in some cases to substitute for, the indi-
cators chosen by the UN expert group to assess progress during 1990–2015, 
the period when the Millennium Development Targets are expected to be 
met.1 

The task force has not recommended adoption of new international or 
country-level targets for the seven strategic priorities. However, countries may 
wish to set their own quantifiable, time-bound targets for establishing national 
or subnational progress on each of the seven strategic priorities. Examples of 
such targets to be achieved by 2015 are universal access to sexual and repro-
ductive health services through the primary healthcare system, ensuring the 
same rate of progress or faster among the poor and other marginalized groups 
(strategic priority 2) and a 30 percent share of seats for women in national 
parliaments (strategic priority 6).

For the indicators discussed below to become operational, national govern-
ments and the international system need to improve the quality and frequency 
with which sex-disaggregated data are collected. Considerable improvements 
have been made in gender statistics over the last decade. Data users know much 
more today about differences in women’s and men’s situations. Furthermore, 
users of data are asking more questions and demanding high-quality statistics. 
Yet, cross-country data are still lacking on many topics that are important for 
assessing inequalities between women and men within and across countries. 
The conclusion to this chapter suggests key areas for improving current data 
gathering efforts.
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Indicators for the seven strategic priorities 
The Millennium Development Goals include four indicators for tracking 
progress toward Goal 3:

• Ratio of girls to boys enrolled in primary, secondary, and tertiary educa-
tion.

• Ratio of literate females to males among 15- to 24-year-olds.
• Share of women in wage employment in the nonagricultural sector.
• Proportion of seats held by women in national parliaments.
These indicators are inadequate for tracking all seven strategic priorities 

for Goal 3. They also suffer from several technical shortcomings.2 The ratio 
of girls to boys in school does not provide information on what proportion of 
boys or girls of school age are enrolled, or any insights into student learning 
outcomes. Literacy is not a simple concept with a single universally accepted 
meaning, and different countries measure it differently. Additionally, the qual-
ity of the literacy data is suspect. The female share of paid, nonagricultural 
employment measures only the share of women relative to that of men in this 
category of work but not the differential barriers to entry into paid employ-
ment or the terms of work itself, such as workplace conditions, benefits or job 
security, and earnings. It also ignores the agricultural sector, which employs 
a high proportion of poor women. Finally, the proportion of seats held by 
women in national parliaments does not measure women’s decisionmaking 
power within these bodies, and it ignores women’s participation at the local 
and regional level altogether. 

To address these limitations, the task force suggests 12 indicators for coun-
tries and international organizations to use in monitoring progress toward 
Goal 3 (box 10.1). In choosing these indicators, the task force considered sev-
eral criteria—simplicity, reliability, comparability, sustainability, timeliness, 
policy relevance, and affordability (Braveman 1998). 

None of the proposed indicators measures the quality of equality, the pro-
cess that brings it about, or the nature of the outcomes. Achieving numerical 
balance (parity) is clearly important in a world where even this goal has yet to 
be attained. However necessary, by itself parity is not a sufficient condition for 
achieving the greater goal of gender equality. Unless indicators are also devel-
oped for measuring the quality of change, too much weight may be placed on 
mere parity of outcomes as opposed to the quality of these outcomes and how 
they are achieved.3 

Strategic priority 1: strengthen opportunities for postprimary education 
for girls
Because of limitations with the two indicators for measuring progress toward 
gender equality in education, the task force recommends two changes. First, 
the enrollment indicator should be changed from the ratio of girls to boys in 
primary, secondary, or tertiary education to the ratio of either gross or net 
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female enrollment rates to gross or net male enrollment rates in primary, sec-
ondary, and tertiary education.4 Sex-specific enrollment rates give the number 
of girls and boys enrolled in a given level of education relative to the population 
of the age group that should be enrolled at that level. This ratio of the sex-
specific enrollment rates permits tracking whether shrinking gender gaps are 
being achieved through increases in girls’ enrollment rates or through decreases 
in boys’ enrollment rates.

The second recommended change is to replace the literacy ratio with the ratio 
of girls’ to boys’ completion rates at the primary, secondary, and tertiary levels. 
The completion rate captures the total number of students successfully complet-
ing, or graduating from, the last year of a given education cycle in a given year, 
expressed as a proportion of the total number of children of graduation age in the 
population (UNESCO 2004). The United Nations Educational, Scientific and 
Cultural Organization (UNESCO) and the World Bank’s Human Development 
Network have data on sex-disaggregated completion rates in primary school.5 
However, secondary completion rates are not being tracked or reported regularly 
by countries, so there are no comprehensive cross-country data for this indica-
tor. The data that are available for secondary completion rates come primarily 
from developed countries and a few middle-income developing countries.6 The 
task force recommends the collection of data on secondary school completion in 
developing countries, using UNESCO’s International Standard Classification of 
Education 1997 (ISCED–97) for education cycles.

Box 10.1
Proposed 

indicators for 
tracking progress 
toward strategic 

priorities for 
Goal 3

Education

• The ratio of female to male gross enrollment rates in primary, secondary, and ter-

tiary education.

• The ratio of female to male completion rates in primary, secondary, and tertiary 

education.

Sexual and reproductive health and rights

• Proportion of contraceptive demand satisfied.

• Adolescent fertility rate.

Infrastructure

• Hours per day (or year) women and men spend fetching water and collecting fuel.

Property rights

• Land ownership by male, female, or jointly held.

• Housing title, disaggregated by male, female, or jointly held.

Employment

• Share of women in employment, both wage and self-employment, by type.

• Gender gaps in earnings in wage and self-employment.

Participation in national parliaments and local government bodies

• Percentage of seats held by women in national parliament.

• Percentage of seats held by women in local government bodies.

Violence against women

• Prevalence of domestic violence.
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The task force does not recommend the use of literacy data until the qual-
ity of the data can be improved. The UNESCO Institute for Statistics (UIS) 
has already developed an alternative literacy assessment method, the Literacy 
Assessment and Monitoring Programme (LAMP), which uses assessments of 
individuals’ skills to measure literacy across a range of levels. LAMP is now 
being piloted in several countries. The task force recommends that additional 
resources be made available to UIS to consolidate improvements in the LAMP 
survey and implement it in 50 more countries by 2010 and in all developing 
countries by 2015.

Strategic priority 2: guarantee sexual and reproductive health and rights 
Several indicators for Goals 5 and 6 measure aspects of women’s reproduc-
tive health: the maternal mortality ratio, the proportion of births attended by 
skilled health personnel, HIV prevalence among 15- to 24-year-old pregnant 
women, and the contraceptive prevalence rate. These are useful indicators, but 
they do not assess women’s and adolescents’ ability to act on their reproductive 
preferences. The task force therefore recommends two additional sexual and 
reproductive health and rights indicators. One, the proportion of contraceptive 
demand satisfied, captures the central connection between women’s control 
over their reproductive preferences and their decisionmaking ability. 

The proportion of contraceptive demand satisfied is the contraceptive 
prevalence rate as a proportion of the sum of the contraceptive prevalence rate 
and the unmet need for family planning (Bernstein 2004).7 It thus measures 
the proportion of all women of reproductive age whose demand for contracep-
tion is actually satisfied (which the more common unmet need measures does 
not). The United Nations Population Division (UNPD) and ORC-Macro’s 
Demographic and Health Surveys include the data needed to compute this 
indicator for 75 developing countries and for two time periods, 1990–95 and 
1996–2002. The usefulness of this indicator has been established by Bern-
stein (2004). However, further work is needed to synchronize UNPD and 
ORC-Macro surveys to produce data for a larger sample of countries and to 
popularize the use of this indicator. The task force recommends supporting 
such an effort.

The second indicator, the adolescent fertility rate, gives insight into the 
reproductive behavior of an important target population for meeting the sex-
ual and reproductive health and rights strategic priority. Childbearing among 
girls ages 15–19 is of special concern because births to teenagers are more likely 
to be unintended and premature and are associated with greater risks of com-
plications during delivery and higher levels of maternal and child mortality. 
This indicator refers to births per 1,000 women ages 15–19.8 Most countries 
now report fertility statistics by age. In 2000 the UN Database had adolescent 
fertility statistics for 107 countries.9 This enables regular monitoring of this 
indicator for a large number of countries. 
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Strategic priority 3: invest in infrastructure to reduce women’s and girls’ 
time burdens
Chapter 5 recommends investments in infrastructure to reduce women’s and 
girls’ time burdens. The indicator proposed by the task force to measure wom-
en’s and girls’ time burdens as a result of the lack of infrastructure is hours per 
day (or year) women (girls) and men (boys) spend fetching water and collecting 
fuel. Unlike the other indicators recommended in this chapter, this indicator 
is intended only for country-level monitoring, not as a global indicator because 
of the geographic specificity of infrastructure deficits. 

There is not enough systematic collection of time-use data within coun-
tries to permit the development of an indicator to track progress across coun-
tries. To do tracking, new questions on time use would have to be incorporated 
into regularly repeated household surveys or small area surveys. Several coun-
tries and institutions such as the World Bank sponsor national or subnational 
surveys that include time-use modules to capture the division of labor within 
households. For instance, the World Bank’s Living Standards Measurement 
Study surveys include time-use and infrastructure questions in selected coun-
try surveys. The task force recommends expanding the collection of time-use 
data, with periodic updates, in a representative sample of developing countries 
where infrastructure deficits are large. 

Strategic priority 4: guarantee women’s and girls’ property and 
inheritance rights 
As noted in chapter 6, sex-disaggregated data on the distribution of land and 
housing ownership are patchy. Very few agricultural censuses ask for the legal 
landowner in the household or keep records on ownership of land by sex. In 
Africa and Asia most of the information on the distribution of land ownership 
by sex comes from scattered household surveys. Some of the Living Standards 
Measurement Study surveys have included questions on land ownership, but 
the frequency is low and the questions have been included in surveys for only 
a few countries in Sub-Saharan Africa. National agricultural surveys in some 
Latin American countries also collect information that can be used to calculate 
the distribution of landowners by sex (Deere and Leon 2003). The task force 
recommends that a lead agency from among the UN statistical agencies be 
designated to develop and lead a global effort to standardize data collection 
and indicator development on this issue.

Data on housing titles are also scarce. UN-HABITAT has a Global Cam-
paign for Secure Tenure, which emphasizes the importance of women’s rights to 
tenure security. It recommends collecting data on the percentage of female- and 
male-headed households in different tenure categories (owned, rental, communal 
property, government-owned). Within countries a coordinated effort is needed 
to gather such data from government and private agencies that register sales and 
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transfers of land and housing. The task force recommends that UN-HABITAT 
be given the resources and authority to lead such an effort.

Strategic priority 5: eliminate gender inequality in employment
In place of the female share of paid nonagricultural employment, the task force 
recommends two additional indicators reflecting women’s status in employ-
ment: the share of women in wage employment and self-employment by type 
(which subsumes the current indicator), and gender gaps in earnings in wage 
employment and self-employment. 

The share of women in wage employment and self-employment by type 
combines several indicators into a composite indicator. It shows women 
employed in different types of employment (agricultural employment, nonag-
ricultural formal and informal wage employment, and nonagricultural formal 
and informal self-employment) as a percentage of total female employment 
(appendix 5). 

Some of the data required for this indicator are available in International 
Labour Organization (ILO) databases, and the remainder can be obtained as 
part of regular ILO data collection exercises. In addition, some special data col-
lection will be necessary to consolidate data that are currently available at the 
national level but not at the international level. These data collection and con-
solidation activities will require additional resources. For instance, the ILO has 
laid the groundwork for a comprehensive program to develop sex-disaggregated 
data on informal employment. It has assisted a number of countries, including 
India, Mexico, and South Africa, in collecting these data and has developed 
guidelines for defining informal employment, compiling available data, and 
developing methodological materials. The International Conference of Labour 
Statisticians has endorsed these guidelines (Chen, Sebstad, and O’Connell 
1999). International donors should now support the ILO Bureau of Statistics in 
working with a critical mass of countries to implement these guidelines. 

The development of data for the second indicator on sex differentials in 
earnings from employment is at an earlier stage.10 Work is required to develop 
and test questions in countries and prepare methodological guidelines before 
any large-scale data collection effort can be undertaken. The task force recom-
mends that donors support the ILO in working with countries to collect and 
standardize statistics on sex differences in earnings from employment. 

Strategic priority 6: increase women’s representation in political bodies
The United Nations recommends tracking women’s share of seats in national 
parliaments. Data for this indicator are collected for 182 countries by the Inter-
Parliamentary Union. Recently, United Cities and Local Governments, an orga-
nization supported by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Netherlands, has 
begun to collect data on the proportions of female local elected representatives, 
councilors, and mayors in 54 countries. They plan to construct a global data-
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base on women in local government. As this data collection effort is scaled up, 
the task force recommends that countries and the international system use the 
information to complement the data on women’s parliamentary representation.

Strategic priority 7: combat violence against women
The task force recommends that the prevalence of domestic violence be used to 
track progress toward ending violence against women. The prevalence rate is 
expressed as a percentage of women ages 15–49 who report experiencing physi-
cal violence in the past year at the hands of an intimate partner. 

Several international agencies have undertaken substantial work to collect data 
for this indicator. The Demographic and Health Survey now includes a module 
on intimate partner violence that has been used in 12 nationally representative 
household surveys. The WHO has worked with partners in eight countries to 
collect data on the dimensions, health consequences, and the risk and protective 
factors of violence against women.11 It is currently collaborating with the Eco-
nomic Commission of Latin America and the Caribbean, the European Women’s 
Lobby, and the U.S. Centers for Disease Control to strengthen data collection 
on this issue. The task force recommends providing additional resources to the 
WHO to consolidate the methodological lessons from these efforts.

Recommendations for data gathering and strengthening 
statistical systems
Data are a critical tool for accountability. A lack of sex-disaggregated data 
impedes efforts to address the seven strategic priorities and to monitor progress 
in implementing them. Work to prepare new indicators on gender equality and 
women’s empowerment is well under way. Such efforts are supported by key 
recommendations of international conferences on women, as well as by other 
international mandates of the past two decades. Improving countries’ capacity 
to enhance the coverage, quality, and frequency of collection of sex-disaggre-
gated data remains a priority, however.

The development of new statistical series requires a lengthy process of 
discussion between producers and users of statistics, pilot work and testing, 
and review of this experience. Country statistical agencies need an infusion 
of resources to strengthen their capacity and efforts to do all that is necessary 
to collect and prepare sex-disaggregated data. Work at the country level also 
requires technical support from key international statistical agencies to develop 
methodological guidelines and undertake new data collection efforts. Substan-
tial funding is required to coordinate these activities within the appropriate 
international and regional organizations. 

The world conferences on women—all of which recognized the importance 
of improving statistics on women—provided new momentum for gathering 
statistics on women, resulting in the highly regarded outputs, the Women’s 
Indicators and Statistics Database (WISTAT) series, and Trends in the World’s 
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Women, based on WISTAT. The task force recommends the continuation of 
WISTAT and Trends in the World’s Women, which should continue to be pub-
lished quinquennially. 

From the early 1980s the UN Statistics Division included the post of focal 
point on statistics on women. Having a focal point in the UN statistical system 
to bring together the various gender indicators at the international level contin-
ues to be important, especially given the need to coordinate the development of 
statistics on gender that relate to each of the Millennium Development Goals, 
as well as to assist countries with the production of national reports. 
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The financial costs of interventions 
to achieve gender equality

Because gender inequality is multidimensional and multisectoral, the finan-
cial costs of efforts to reduce it are difficult to calculate. Apart from a recent 
effort piloted by the UN Millennium Project, there have been few comprehen-
sive attempts nationally or globally to estimate these costs. In the late 1990s 
many governments developed plans to implement the recommendations of the 
Beijing Program for Action, but few were backed by adequate resources. Yet 
knowing the resource requirements for implementing gender plans of action is 
critical. Recognizing this as a serious problem, women’s organizations around 
the world called for tools and methodologies that can be used in discussions 
with governments and other agencies to identify the financing requirements 
for interventions to reduce gender bias and empower women. 

This chapter reviews the evidence from previous attempts to estimate the 
cost of attaining gender equality in education and of interventions to achieve 
good reproductive health. It then describes the methodology developed by the 
UN Millennium Project to estimate the costs of gender-related interventions 
to achieve the strategic priorities described in this report and gender-related 
interventions within each of the other Millennium Development Goals.

Financing interventions to achieve gender equality in education 
and to provide reproductive health services 
Several studies have estimated the financing requirements to achieve gender 
equality in education and health. The World Bank (2001a), for instance, esti-
mates that achieving gender equality in primary education through universal 
enrollment would require an increase of slightly more than 3 percent a year in 
public spending on primary education in South Asia and the Middle East and 
North Africa, but as much as 30 percent a year in Sub-Saharan Africa.1 The 
costs to achieve universal primary enrollment for girls only would be 2 percent 
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in South Asia and the Middle East and North Africa and 20 percent in Sub-
Saharan Africa. The World Bank report notes that ensuring equity in second-
ary education would add to these costs, but the total would still be affordable 
for the majority of countries that are currently off-track for achieving that 
target.

From a review of estimates of the financing necessary to achieve universal 
access to sexual and reproductive health services, the Alan Guttmacher Insti-
tute (AGI) and United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA) developed a new 
methodology for estimating the costs of providing family planning services. 
They estimated these costs at $11 billion a year (in 2003 dollars)—$7.1 billion 
to provide modern contraceptive services to current users and $3.9 billion to 
address unmet need. These estimates are higher than some others because they 
include labor, overhead and capital, as well as contraceptive supplies (AGI/
UNFPA 2004). 

The UN Millennium Project needs assessment 
Implementing the strategic priorities outlined in this report will require sub-
stantial investments at national and subnational levels. Many countries have 
found that, although gender-responsive legislation and policies are an impor-
tant first step, implementing these policies requires significant financial, infra-
structure, and human resources. National planning exercises rarely estimate 
these resource needs. 

Such estimates are important for several reasons: 
• Translating the Millennium Development Goal on gender equality and 

women’s empowerment into operational targets for planning and pro-
gramming. Millennium Development Goal needs assessments provide 
a framework for deriving operational targets and linking them to inter-
mediate objectives. By including a detailed needs assessment, govern-
ments commit themselves to specific targets and outcomes, which are 
relatively easy to track.

• Strengthening coherence between planning and budget processes. Esti-
mates of the resources needed to meet the gender Goal can be included 
in any national poverty reduction strategy, ensuring the allocation of 
sufficient resources for gender-related priorities. Today, most poverty 
reduction strategies discuss at least a few gender issues, but budget 
funds are rarely allocated for implementation. Tracking performance 
and holding governments accountable for implementing gender strate-
gies and plans are therefore difficult. Government strategies need to 
fully incorporate gender targets and goals, and adequate budget funds 
need to be allocated to meet them. 

• Supporting the national policy dialogue and negotiations with develop-
ment partners. By quantifying the needs, governments can estimate the 
type and scale of investments required to meet the Goal. Such resource 
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estimates are a powerful advocacy tool for women’s groups and other 
civil society organizations in national-level dialogue on specific actions 
needed to achieve gender equality. Gender-sensitive policies and laws 
often fail to be implemented because of lack of information and dia-
logue on the resources needed to implement them. A comprehensive and 
transparent assessment of the necessary resources will make national 
dialogue possible.

• Improving understanding of absorptive capacity and of how low-
income countries can increase this capacity. Limited human resources, 
managerial skills, monitoring and evaluation systems, and infrastruc-
ture may constrain a country’s ability to implement gender plans. These 
constraints can be substantially relaxed through investments in human 
resources, management systems, administrative capacity, and infra-
structure. A gender needs assessment can enable countries to identify 
such constraints and plan systematically to remove them. 

Detailed investment models derived from a Millennium Development 
Goals needs assessment provide clear targets that can form the basis for a moni-
toring and accountability framework for tracking country progress toward the 
gender Goal. 

Needs assessment methodology and caveats
The UN Millennium Project has developed a detailed methodology for quan-
tifying the human, financial, and infrastructure resources needed to meet 
the Millennium Development Goals (box 11.1). In collaboration with the 
UN Millennium Project Secretariat, Task Force 3 on Education and Gender 
Equality adapted this general needs assessment methodology for estimating 
the financing requirements for the gender-related interventions recommended 
in this report. 

There are several important caveats about this methodology. First, the 
needs assessment includes only some of the actions necessary to meet the Goal 
of gender equality and empowerment of women. Adequate resources alone will 
not achieve gender equality. Most strategies require a mix of investments and 
changes in legislation, political and administrative rules, social attitudes, and 
norms. The needs assessment, therefore, should be seen as a minimal but nec-
essary set of actions to meet the Goal of gender equality. 

Second, a gender needs assessment is possible only at the country level 
and meaningful only as part of a national poverty reduction strategy in which 
all stakeholders participate. The interventions to be costed need to be locally 
identified, based on nationally determined targets. 

Third, gender needs assessments should be carried out in conjunction 
with similar exercises for related areas such as education, health, transport 
and energy infrastructure, water and sanitation, agriculture, nutrition, urban 
development, and environment. Such simultaneous estimation of needs is 
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important to ensure that the total resource estimates capture all gender-related 
interventions and strategies. 

Finally, any assessment of needs has to be an iterative process that is refined 
on the basis of experience. To be credible, the analysis needs the inputs of all 
key stakeholders, including government officials at national, regional, and local 
levels, members of women’s and other civil society organizations, and donors. 

The UN Millennium Project approach to assessing the needs for gender-
related interventions considers gender-related interventions to meet the Mil-
lennium Development Goals other than Goal 3 and specific interventions to 
meet Goal 3. Each track is discussed below. 

Gender interventions for Millennium Development Goals other than Goal 3
Gender-specific interventions in agriculture, education, health, nutrition, 
rural development, urban development, water and sanitation, environment, 
trade, and science and technology are needed to reduce gender inequality and 

Box 11.1
The five steps of 

the UN Millennium 
Project needs 

assessment 
methodology

 
Source: Sachs and 

others 2004. 

The needs assessment methodology developed by the UN Millennium Project for quantify-

ing the resources needed to achieve the Millennium Development Goals consists of five 

basic steps:

1. Develop a list of interventions. A set of basic interventions based on best available 

evidence or identified through country consultations is developed for each area of 

analysis.

2. Specify targets for each set of interventions. Concrete targets are identified for 

each set of interventions. These can be based on the Millennium Development 

Goals and on other internationally or nationally agreed-on targets. Where there is 

no consensus on targets, targets and key parameters should be obtained through 

consultative processes within the country or derived analytically.

3. Develop an investment model and estimate resource requirements. Using the coun-

try-specific intervention lists and targets, countries project the gradual scaling up 

of investments and resources required to meet the Millennium Development Goals 

by 2015.

4. Estimate synergies across interventions. Potential cost savings resulting from syn-

ergies across interventions are calculated.

5. Develop a financing strategy. A national financing strategy is developed, with the 

source of funds identified (household out of pocket expenditures, domestic govern-

ment resources, and external finance). 
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empower women. For example, in agriculture a special effort is needed to recruit 
and train women extension workers to ensure that national extension services 
reach female farmers as well as they do male farmers. In education, enrolling 
and retaining girls in school may require subsidies and special facilities such as 
separate toilets for girls. In urban development, land or housing titling projects 
to improve the lives of male and female slum dwellers would need to ensure 
that women have equal access to secure tenure. In rural development poverty 
reduction interventions should include the provision of clean cooking fuels, 
electricity, and water and sanitation supply within the household or nearby to 
reduce the time women and girls spend on firewood and water collection. 

The needs assessment for specific sectors include actions to address three 
of the seven strategic priorities for achieving gender equality and empowering 
women. Postprimary education for girls is costed within the education needs 
assessment methodology, the provision of sexual and reproductive health ser-
vices is costed within the health sector needs assessment methodology, and 
infrastructure to reduce women’s time burdens is costed within the infrastruc-
ture needs assessment methodology. 

Additional specific interventions to meet Goal 3
The second track involves estimating the resources for additional specific inter-
ventions to meet Goal 3 because additional actions are needed that are not 
restricted to any particular sector. Examples of specific interventions for Goal 3 
that are not costed in any other Millennium Development Goals needs assess-
ment methodology include:

Strategic priority 2: guarantee sexual and reproductive health and rights 2 
• Providing education for increased awareness of sexual and reproductive 

health and rights through mass media and community-based programs.
• Providing comprehensive sexuality education in schools and commu-

nity programs.
Strategic priority 5: reduce gender inequality in employment

• Promoting access to work through vocational training programs and 
school-to-work transition programs for adolescent girls.

• Providing care services (for children, the elderly, the disabled, and the 
sick) to allow women to work.

Strategic priority 6: increase women’s political representation
• Providing training to women candidates in elections at the local, 

regional, and national level.
• Providing training to female elected representatives at the local, regional, 

and national level.
Strategic priority 7: combat violence against women

• Preventing violence against women through education, media cam-
paigns, hotlines, and neighborhood support groups. 
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• Protecting women from violence through police training and provide 
medical services, counseling, and emergency housing or short-term 
shelters to victims of violence.

• Providing legal redress to ensure that perpetrators of violence against 
women are punished. 

Systemic issues
• Strengthening the capacity of governments to deliver the interventions 

identified above.
• Strengthening national women’s machineries through increased bud-

getary allocations and staffing of ministries of women’s affairs and gen-
der focal points in other ministries.

• Instituting sensitization programs to train judges, bureaucrats, land reg-
istration officers, and police officers. 

• Investing in legal aid services to help women claim their rights and 
access the interventions identified above.

• Improving registration systems for issuing identification documents to 
women in settings where that is applicable. 

• Investing in data collection and monitoring activities to track gender 
outcomes.

This list is not exhaustive, and the details will vary by country depending 
on the specific context and needs. It can be used by women’s groups and gov-
ernments as a starting point to identify actions to achieve the strategic priorities 
not costed in the other Millennium Development Goals needs assessments. 

An illustrative national needs assessment
What resources are needed to implement a comprehensive gender strategy in a 
low-income country? Tajikistan’s UN Millennium Development Goals Needs 
Assessment Team, in collaboration with the government’s Working Group 
on Gender and with support from the UN Millennium Project, is conduct-
ing a gender needs assessment for Tajikistan.3 The preliminary results will be 
reviewed and revised through several rounds of consultation with local stake-
holders before being finalized and adopted by the government in its long-term 
Millennium Development Goals plan and short-term Poverty Reduction Strat-
egy Paper (PRSP). 

The gender needs assessment was undertaken in conjunction with needs 
assessments for universal primary and expanded secondary education, univer-
sal primary health care coverage and treatment of major diseases, and water 
and sanitation services.4 The strategic priorities for promoting postprimary 
education for girls, guaranteeing sexual and reproductive health and rights, 
and investing in infrastructure to reduce time burdens of women and girls are 
partially embedded in each of these needs assessments. Preliminary estimates 
suggest that the costs for 2005–15 of universal primary and expanded second-
ary education in Tajikistan would be roughly $20 per capita annually. The 
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costs of setting up a primary health care system (for child health and maternal 
health, major infectious diseases, and sexual and reproductive health) would 
average roughly $29 per capita annually.5 The costs of water and sanitation 
provision would average roughly $9.50 per capita annually. 

For the additional specific interventions to meet Goal 3, the analysis cov-
ers most of the interventions discussed above.6 Coverage targets were set by 
the UN Millennium Development Goals Needs Assessment Team, in con-
sultation with the government, based on available data and experience in the 
country.7 Preliminary results suggest that the cost of gender-specific interven-
tions (training and awareness campaigns, interventions to combat violence 
against women, and systematic interventions to improve the women’s minis-
try capacities) will average $1.30 per capita annually for 2005–15 (table 11.1), 
with costs peaking at $2.00 per capita in 2015.8 Most of these costs will be for 
programs to combat violence against women; these represent 76 percent of the 
costs of the gender-specific interventions in table 11.2. 

Table 11.1
Estimated summary 
costs for promoting 

gender equality in 
Tajikistan, 2005–15

 
Source: UN Millennium 

Project 2004c.

Item 2005 2010 2015 2005–15

Total cost (US$ millions) 5.2 10.0 16.5 112.1

Capital costs 3.4 3.4 4.6 38.3

Recurrent costs 1.3 4.8 8.6 53.6

Share of GDP (percent) Average

Total cost .003 .001 .004 .003

Capital costs .002 .001 .001 .001

Recurrent costs .001 .002 .002 .002

Per capita (US$) Average

Total cost 0.80 1.30 2.00 1.30

Capital costs 0.50 0.40 0.50 0.50

Recurrent costs 0.20 0.60 1.00 0.60

Table 11.2
Estimated costs 

for promoting 
gender equality in 
Tajikistan by main 

activities, 2005–15
US$ millions

Source: UN Millennium 
Project 2004c.

Item 2005 2010 2015 2005–15

Total cost 5.20 10.00 16.50 112.10

Increasing awareness of 
sexual and reproductive 
health issues

0.39 1.44 2.70 16.28

Helping the transition 
of girls to work

0.15 0.39 0.42 3.81

Encouraging political 
participation

0.05 0.07 0.12 0.48

Ending violence 
against women

4.17 7.44 12.25 84.31

Resolving systemic 
issues

0.18 0.16 0.25 1.87

General administrative 
costs

0.25 0.47 0.79 5.34



137The financial costs of interventions to achieve gender equality

In absolute numbers the cost of selected additional interventions to meet 
Goal 3 in Tajikistan is $10.56 million each year, for a total of $112 million 
for 2005–15. This amounts to approximately 0.003 percent of GDP over this 
period. To put this amount into context, debt-servicing payments alone in 
Tajikistan accounted for about 4 percent of GDP in 2001. It is important, 
though, to note again that this number is not the total cost of achieving gen-
der equality and women’s empowerment but only the cost of additional spe-
cific interventions to meet Goal 3. For a complete estimate of the costs to 
meet Goal 3, these specific costs must be combined with the costs of appropri-
ate interventions to reach women and girls in each of the other Millennium 
Development Goals. 

The Tajikistan gender needs assessment exercise shows how such an analy-
sis can take place at the country level, in consultation with local stakeholders, 
to understand the resource requirements for addressing the challenge of gender 
equality. It demonstrates the resources that are needed to achieve gender equal-
ity. But more important, the in-country consultative process is critical for iden-
tifying appropriate interventions and validating the assumptions of the model. 
In the end, it is only through such a process that resources can be appropriately 
mobilized for gender equality interventions. 

Conclusion
This chapter has shown that it is possible to estimate the resources needed for 
investments in gender equality. The estimates need to cover strong investments 
in building the capacity of women’s ministries, data collection and monitor-
ing, and training and sensitization programs. Estimates represent an illustra-
tive set of actions that complement gender interventions in education, health, 
infrastructure, and other sectors. Such resource estimates, which must be done 
at the country level, can form the foundation for gender-responsive poverty 
reduction processes as well as financing mechanisms such as the medium-term 
expenditure framework and annual national budgets.
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Although no country has successfully addressed all seven strategic priorities, 
some countries have shown that significant progress can be made to empower 
women and reduce gender disadvantage. This chapter reflects on what it takes to 
achieve significant progress. It identifies the ingredients necessary for large-scale 
transformation, assesses the experience of five countries that are attempting sig-
nificant institutional reform, and closes with recommendations for addressing 
gender inequality in MDG-based country poverty reduction processes.

This report has described seven strategic priorities and a series of practical 
actions for each to bring about gender equality and empower women. Various 
countries, communities, and institutions have implemented different combi-
nations of these actions and shown good results. The problem is not a lack of 
practical ways to address gender inequality but rather a lack of change on a 
large and deep enough scale to bring about a transformation in the way soci-
eties conceive of and organize men’s and women’s roles, responsibilities, and 
control over resources. Essential for that kind of transformation are: 

• Political commitment by and mobilization of a large group of change agents 
at different levels within countries and in international institutions. 

• Technical capacity to implement change. 
• Institutional structures and processes to support the transformation, 

including structures that enable women to successfully claim their 
rights. 

• Adequate financial resources.
• Accountability and monitoring systems.

Commitment and mobilization of change agents
For transformation to occur within countries, there must be a critical mass of 
change agents committed to the vision of a gender-equitable society described 

Making it happen
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in chapter 1. These change agents include leaders at all levels of government 
who control critical levers for change—financial and technical resources—and 
set the priorities for actions affecting the lives of many. To be true to the vision, 
government leaders must work with civil society institutions, especially organi-
zations that represent women’s interests. Where progress has been made, as in 
South Africa, it has been with the strong and consistent support of government 
leaders who used the levers available to them to bring about necessary changes, 
along with the efforts of a vibrant and independent women’s movement. 

At the international level there must also be a critical mass of change agents 
in the institutions that provide support to national governments and civil soci-
ety organizations for implementing the changes necessary for a gender-equi-
table society. 

Technical capacity to implement change
Achieving gender equality and empowering women requires technical exper-
tise and knowledge of how to mainstream gender concerns into development 
policies and programs. At the 1995 Fourth World Conference on Women the 
international community endorsed gender mainstreaming as a key institutional 
response for promoting gender equality and empowering women. Gender main-
streaming was defined by the UN Economic and Social Council in 1997 as: 

the process of assessing the implications for women and men of any 
planned action, including legislation, policies or programs, in all areas 
and at all levels. It is a strategy for making women’s as well as men’s 
concerns and experiences an integral dimension of the design, imple-
mentation, monitoring and evaluation of policies and programs in all 
political, economic and societal spheres so that women and men ben-
efit equally and inequality is not perpetuated. The ultimate goal is to 
achieve gender equality (ECOSOC 1997). 

This definition makes clear that gender mainstreaming is not an end in 
itself but a means to the goal of gender equality. It is both a technical and polit-
ical process requiring shifts in organizational culture and ways of thinking and 
in the structures and resource allocations of organizations (Oxaal and Baden 
1997). As a technical tool mainstreaming can be effective only if supported 
by a strong political and legal mandate. At the country level legal instruments 
such as the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination 
against Women (CEDAW) and others provide such a mandate. All UN agen-
cies have a mandate from the General Assembly, the Security Council, the 
Economic and Social Council, and the Commission on the Status of Women 
to promote gender equality in their own policies and programs and to support 
governments in doing the same. 

Gender mainstreaming is often compromised by a lack of conceptual clarity 
about the meaning of gender. As noted in chapter 2, gender is a social construct 
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that defines and differentiates the roles, rights, responsibilities, and obligations 
of women and men in a context of unequal power relationships. Yet, the term 
gender is often still equated with women and gender mainstreaming is seen 
solely as increasing the focus on women. Because of this confusion, managers 
often misinterpret gender mainstreaming to mean creating a balanced male-
female representation in an institution’s staff or in program beneficiaries. 

Gender is also often equated with sex and thus seen as a biological rather 
than a social attribute. For instance, biological differences make the transmis-
sion of HIV much more likely from an infected man to a woman than from an 
infected woman to a man. Only recently, however, has it been understood that 
gender norms and differences, and the power imbalance they create between 
women and men, contribute to both women’s and men’s vulnerability to infec-
tion (box 12.1). 

Another conceptual confusion is the assumption that certain policy areas, 
such as infrastructure development or macroeconomic policy, are gender neu-
tral. This makes efforts to incorporate gender perspectives into these areas 
very difficult. As chapter 5 shows, infrastructure investments are not gender 
neutral. And a growing body of evidence shows that gender inequality affects 
macroeconomic outcomes, including growth, and that macroeconomic policy 
has gender-differentiated impacts (Çăgatay and Ozler 1995; Grown, Elson, 
and Çăgatay 2000). 

The different types of conceptual confusion described above can be clari-
fied through gender analysis and gender training. Gender analysis involves 
gathering and examining information on what women and men do and how 
they relate to each other. There is a large body of literature on gender analysis 
that can be applied to diagnose and rectify inequalities within societal insti-
tutions. Gender training builds capacity to use the information from gender 
analysis in policies and program development and implementation. To be 
effective, training must be tailored to different sectors and to the types of work 

Box 12.1
Gender norms 
contribute to 
vulnerability 
to HIV/AIDS

 
Source: Rao Gupta 2000.

Women’s economic vulnerability makes it more likely that they will be forced to sell sex for 

economic survival, less likely that they will be able to negotiate protection against sexually 

transmitted infections with a male sexual partner, and less likely that they will be able to 

leave a relationship that they perceive to be risky—all of which combine with biological 

vulnerability to increase rates of HIV/AIDS among women worldwide. Similarly, gender 

norms for masculinity that expect men to be sexually adventurous and to dominate women 

increase men’s, particularly young men’s, vulnerability to HIV infection by pressuring them 

to engage in risky and sometimes violent sex with multiple partners. Thus, gender norms 

also affect men’s vulnerability to infection but in very different ways from those affect-

ing women. Understanding these differences in vulnerability and the underlying gender-

related reasons for them is critical in addressing the root causes of ill health and disease 

and to successfully intervene to mitigate negative impacts.
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done by different groups of professionals in the units of government or interna-
tional agencies that set policies and allocate resources. 

An unfortunate consequence of training a broad range of professionals is 
the elimination or downgrading of specialized gender units and professionals. 
Because mainstreaming requires a shift of responsibility for promoting gender 
equality to all personnel, especially managers, gender specialists are considered 
redundant. In fact, the reverse is true: the need for specialist support often 
increases with gender mainstreaming. A former gender equality director in 
Canada offered the following metaphor to counteract the argument that since 
her agency had mainstreamed gender equality it needed fewer gender advisors: 

We need to liken the need for gender equality expertise to the need 
for technical expertise in information technology. Twenty years ago, every 
department in our organization might have one computer for 20 people. 
At that time, there would be one technical person for the whole organiza-
tion that would attend to any computer glitches. Now, twenty years later, 
everyone has a computer on their desks. Computers have been “main-
streamed.” Does that mean we no longer need the one or two technical 
people who were there before? Just the opposite! We now need technical 
departments with different types of expertise. We need those who can 
attend to immediate problems and those who are doing the long-range, 
strategic thinking about the path that technology will take and what 
kinds of skills and policies the organization will need to maximize use. 
So it should be for gender equality expertise (Rivington 2004).

Institutional structures and processes
Institutional transformation—fundamental change in the rules that specify how 
resources are allocated and how tasks, responsibilities, and values are assigned 
in society—is the third ingredient essential for achieving gender equality and 
women’s empowerment on a large scale (Kabeer and Subrahmanian 1996; 
Kelleher 2002). Women’s organizations are key agents in bringing about insti-
tutional transformation nationally and internationally because they articulate 
women’s priorities and organize and advocate for change. In India women’s 
organizations transformed political institutions at the local level, successfully 
lobbying for two constitutional amendments in 1992 that required that at least 
a third of the seats in panchayats (local governing councils) be reserved for 
women. In Brazil civil society networks led the transformation of state and 
municipal health institutions to prioritize cervical cancer prevention, establish 
abortion services, and implement other aspects of the International Confer-
ence of Population and Development’s Programme of Action.

At the international level global and regional women’s movements actively 
mobilized throughout the 1990s to put gender equality and women’s empow-
erment on the agendas of major UN conferences, transforming international 
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norms on women’s roles and rights. The international women’s movement 
succeeded in having women’s rights fully recognized as human rights in the 
Vienna Declaration and Programme of Action that resulted from the 1993 
Second UN Conference on Human Rights. 

Government agencies also play key roles in institutional transformation to 
create an enabling national environment for gender equality. Through legisla-
tion, regulatory reform, and the expansion and strengthening of public ser-
vices, governments can rectify the deep-seated gender biases inherent in their 
own institutions and establish structures and processes that enable women 
to claim their rights, such as women-friendly law enforcement systems. To 
advance such institutional change, a central unit or ministry needs a mandate 
to ensure that gender equality and women’s empowerment are addressed across 
all ministries and departments.

At the 1995 Fourth World Conference on Women in Beijing governments 
agreed that national women’s machineries should be the institutional entity to 
support and build capacity to mainstream gender equality across all develop-
ment planning and implementation processes. They are defined by the UN 
as “a single body or complex organized system of bodies, often under differ-
ent authorities, but recognized by the government as the institution dealing 
with the promotion of the status of women.” In most countries, the national 
women’s machineries typically include a ministry of women’s affairs and gen-
der units or focal points in other line ministries, as well as task forces or high 
level advisory groups. 

The location, structure, and size of national women’s machineries and gen-
der units influence their ability to promote gender equality in policies and 
programs. Although there is no one blueprint for the structure and placement 
of a gender unit or focal point, several generic requirements must be met. The 
unit should be structurally and functionally located in finance and planning 
ministries so that it can influence resource allocation decisions.1 In addition, 
the primary responsibility of staff in the central gender unit should be to advise 
and support the efforts of others, who in turn must be mandated to incorpo-
rate gender into their work. If the national women’s machinery is to promote 
gender equality across several other ministries, it needs to be appropriately 
staffed and have a policy rather than an operational mandate. Crucially, as 
Goetz (1995) points out, staff need to have financial skills to ensure that policy 
commitments are followed through in national and ministerial budgets.

To remain relevant, national women’s machineries must have legitimacy 
and credibility with women’s organizations and NGOs representing women’s 
interests. They must create structures for consulting with and responding to 
the concerns of women’s organizations, ranging from informal discussions or 
public hearings to seats for NGO representatives on government committees. 
A system of formal representation is likely to exclude small and lesser known 
organizations. Therefore, in settings where women’s organizations are diverse, 
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public hearings combined with informal consultations may be more effective. 
Such direct links between national women’s machineries and their constitu-
ency, women’s organizations, can also help to maintain accountability.

International agencies require similar changes to those of national govern-
ments to bring about institutional transformation. This is particularly impor-
tant given the interdependency between donors and low-income country gov-
ernments. International institutions often set the parameters for the resource 
envelope and policy change that are possible at the country level. 

Adequate financial resources 
Even if all the other ingredients described here are in place, they cannot be 
effective without adequate resources. Adequate financial resources need to be 
allocated to enable direct interventions by governmental and nongovernmental 
organizations, build capacity, collect data, and evaluate outcomes. Rarely are 
sufficient funds allocated for these purposes. 

Efforts to promote gender equality may be underfunded because separat-
ing the costs of gender interventions from the overall costs of a sectoral inter-
vention is challenging. However, as seen in chapter 11, methodologies have 
been developed for estimating such costs. Another reason for underfunding is 
that the expenditures are perceived to be additional to the core investment and 
to achieve only a marginal return when in fact they are essential for maximiz-
ing the return on the core investment.  In resource-constrained settings this 
perception is particularly wasteful. A third reason is that gender equality is 
viewed as a cross-cutting issue. Because cross-cutting issues are supposed to be 
everyone’s business, they tend to become no one’s responsibility and so typi-
cally receive lower priority in budgetary allocations than sector-specific issues. 

What can be done to ensure that the required resources will be available 
and committed? To increase the availability of resources, changes are needed 
in the international system, including debt cancellation for highly indebted 
poor countries, dramatically scaled up and better quality development assis-
tance, and trade reform that levels the playing field for developing countries. 
Domestic resource mobilization is also important for generating the resources 
to achieve gender equality. 

Accountability and monitoring systems
Accountability and monitoring systems are needed nationally and interna-
tionally to ensure that fundamental change is broad-based and lasting. At the 
country level the needed systems include a strong legal framework and enforce-
ment mechanisms within and outside government and a strong women’s move-
ment and open processes that enable women’s groups to inform and influence 
government policies and resource allocations.2 

The Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against 
Women (CEDAW) provides a powerful legal mechanism for stakeholders at 
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the country level to hold their governments accountable for meeting Goal 3. 
The reporting obligation established in the convention, supported by the work 
of the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women (the 
body of 23 experts that monitors implementation of the convention) and of 
civil society organizations, creates the conditions for enabling women to fully 
enjoy their rights. Frequently, this reporting process has created partnerships 
among government, NGOs, and UN agencies to work together to achieve the 
goals of the convention. 

Good practices exist in many countries for reporting on actions to elimi-
nate discrimination against women and for following up on CEDAW reports 
and their recommendations. In the Netherlands the government is required 
to report to Parliament every four years on implementation of the convention 
before the state party’s report is submitted to the Committee on the Elimina-
tion of Discrimination against Women, and the concluding comments of the 
committee are also presented to the Parliament. Uruguay’s Parliament orga-
nizes a session to follow up on the committee’s recommendations and calls 
on members of the government to discuss them. Mexico and Sweden convene 
seminars or special meetings to discuss the committee’s concluding comments. 
Many state parties publish their reports, together with the committee’s com-
ments, to give wide publicity to the convention and its implementation.

With the entry into force of the Optional Protocol to the Convention in 
December 2000, the mandate of the committee was expanded to complaints by 
or on behalf of individuals or groups of individuals who claim that their rights 
under the convention have been violated. As of November 2004, 76 states were 
signatories to the Optional Protocol. The Optional Protocol is the most visible 
means for women to seek redress at the international level when domestic judi-
cial systems are faulty and discriminatory laws against women still exist. The 
Optional Protocol strengthens national mechanisms for ensuring women’s full 
enjoyment of their rights by providing a path to relief for individual grievances 
and by improving understanding of the obligations imposed by the convention. 

The convention has had a positive impact in countries throughout the 
world. It has led to the strengthening of constitutional provisions in many 
countries guaranteeing equality between women and men and providing a 
constitutional basis for the protection of women’s human rights. The revised 
Brazilian Constitution includes extensive guarantees reflecting the convention, 
and the South African Constitution contains strong provisions guaranteeing 
women’s equality. 

National courts have also used the convention as a basis for decisionmak-
ing. The Botswana Court of Appeal drew on international treaties, including 
the convention, to uphold a challenge to the nationality law which prevented 
Botswanan women married to non-Botswanan nationals to pass on their 
nationality to their children. The Supreme Court of Nepal referenced the con-
vention in ordering the government to introduce a bill to remedy discriminatory 
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inheritance laws, which entitled a son to a share of his father’s property at birth, 
but entitled a daughter to a share only when she reached the age of 35 and was 
unmarried. The Supreme Court of Canada also drew on the convention and 
the committee’s general recommendation 19 on violence against women in a 
case of alleged sexual assault. 

Women’s organizations and civil society organizations have taken the lead 
in holding governments and international agencies accountable for implement-
ing their commitments to gender equality and women’s empowerment. Indeed, 
much of the progress made to date has resulted from the political efforts and 
the mobilization of such organizations. To do this work well, they need data, 
resources, and mechanisms for regular consultations. Gender audits are a mon-
itoring tool that can help government agencies and NGOs assess what is being 
done within institutions to promote gender equality and identify the gaps and 
challenges that need to be addressed. 

In interactions with countries the international system needs to support 
these components of a well functioning country-level accountability and mon-
itoring system. Simultaneously, the United Nations and other international 
institutions, including the World Bank, International Monetary Fund, and 
regional development banks, must ensure that mechanisms are in place for 
holding themselves accountable for implementing international mandates and 
commitments to gender equality, and that external watchdog agencies, par-
ticularly international women’s organizations, have sufficient input in policy 
formulation, implementation, and resource allocation. 

Country case studies
The experience of several countries illustrates the complicated process involved 
in promoting gender equality and women’s empowerment. This section 
describes the efforts of Cambodia, Chile, Rwanda, and South Africa to improve 
women’s status and reduce gender inequality (boxes 12.2–12.5). These coun-
tries are attempting significant institutional reform, catalyzed by strong and 
dynamic advocacy by women’s organizations and other actors such as donors 
and other civil society movements.3 These countries have made varying prog-
ress on the seven strategic priorities identified by the task force although it is 
difficult to attribute changes to specific government actions. 

Each of the four countries has been affected in its recent past by significant 
internal turmoil and conflict. In each case women’s organizations and other 
powerful change agents in government have seized the opportunity to rem-
edy societal inequalities. Although peace-building and postconflict periods by 
definition provide new opportunities for societal restructuring, such restruc-
turing can occur in nonconflict settings if some combination of the five ele-
ments described at the beginning of this chapter (change agents with a vision, 
institutional structures and processes, technical capacity, financial resources, 
and accountability mechanisms) are in place. 
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Box 12.2
Cambodia: the 

changing role of 
the Ministry of 

Women’s Affairs
 

Source: UNIFEM and 
others 2004.

More than 30 years of war and civil violence have left a devastating mark on Cambodia’s 

women and men. War widows and other women head more than a quarter of Cambodian 

households, which are among the poorest in the country. 

The 1993 Constitution guarantees gender equality in marriage, family, employment, 

and political life. Laws promoting women’s empowerment have also been passed. The 

1997 Labor Code eliminates discrimination against women and the exploitation of women 

in the work place. The Marriage and Family Law allows divorce and provides for equal prop-

erty rights in marriage. The government modified a restrictive national law on abortion, 

making it legal through the first trimester. 

The government implements its gender policies mainly through the Ministry of Women’s 

and Veteran’s Affairs. Initially the ministry used a direct project implementation approach, 

but over the past few years its role has evolved into a facilitator for mobilizing political and 

financial support for a broader range of policies addressing the needs of women. Following 

the elections in July 2004 the veterans’ portfolio was removed from the ministry, and it 

was restructured to focus only on women’s affairs. It has since developed a new Five-Year 

Strategic Plan and made organizational changes to implement it. In 2004 the ministry 

had 183 staff at the central level and 735 in provincial and communal departments. That 

makes it two-thirds the size of the only other cross-sectoral ministry in the government, 

the Ministry of Environment.

The government recently established a Technical Working Group on Gender, chaired by 

the minister of women’s affairs with members from other line ministries, donors, and NGOs. 

Members of the working group also serve as gender focal points on other sectoral technical 

working groups, creating a potentially powerful mechanism for gender mainstreaming. 

Gender equality indicators for Cambodia, 1990 and 2000

Indicator 1990 2000

Education

Girls’ to boys’ gross enrollment ratio, primary — 0.88

Girls’ to boys’ completion rate, primary — 0.80

Girls’ to boys’ gross enrollment ratio, secondary 0.43 0.57

Sexual and reproductive rights and health

Maternal mortality ratio (per 100,000 live births) 900 450

Fertility rate 5.56 3.8

Women as a share of those living with HIV/AIDSa (percent) 50 30

Political and economic opportunity

Share of women-held seats in national parliament (percent) — 11.45b

Share of women in nonagricultural wage employment (percent) 40.6 53.2c

— Not available.
a. Data are for 1997 and 2003.
b. Data are for 2003. 
c. Data are for 2002.
Source: UNESCO 2004; UN 2004a, 2004b; World Bank 2004f; UNAIDS 2004; IPU 2004. 

Women’s share of nonagricultural employment is among the highest in the region. 

Cambodia’s health indicators are improving. Maternal mortality and fertility rates have 

dropped significantly (see table). Cambodia, with the highest HIV/AIDS prevalence rate 

in Asia, has succeeded in reducing the national prevalence rate among adults from 3.9 

percent in 1997 to 2.8 percent in 2004. The share of women among those infected with 

HIV/AIDS has dropped noticeably since 1997. 
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Box 12.2
Cambodia: the 

changing role of 
the Ministry of 

Women’s Affairs
(continued)

There has been a reported increase in gender-based violence and in the number of 

women and children being trafficked into neighboring countries. Law enforcement in these 

areas is extremely weak. In response to this, Cambodia has added an additional target to 

Millennium Development Goal 3, to eliminate all forms of violence against women.

Women’s participation in Parliament is low. Although a quota of 30 percent of seats 

for women was proposed prior to the 2002 election of commune councils, it was rejected, 

and women constituted only 8.5 percent of elected councilors.

Before the war women and men had equal access to land through inheritance and 

acquisition. In the postwar period, despite a new land law guaranteeing joint titling, women 

have become more vulnerable to market forces, debt, and landlessness. 

Box 12.3
Chile: the 
influence 

of women’s 
organizations

 
Source: Baldez 

1997; UN 1979; JICA 
1999; GTZ 2004.

Following the end of military rule in Chile in 1990, many women’s organizations expressed 

disappointment that the transition to democracy was not accompanied by a radical change 

in state policy toward women. In response, the new government established the National 

Office for Women’s Affairs (SERNAM) in 1991 as a branch of the National Planning and 

Cooperation Ministry. SERNAM’s mission is to advance equality of opportunity between 

men and women. The head of SERNAM has ministerial rank, and today SERNAM is among 

the largest women’s agencies in Latin America.

During the 1990s SERNAM organized efforts for legislative and legal reform aimed 

at improving women’s status in labor markets, alleviating female poverty, and enhanc-

ing women’s health and education. In 1994 SERNAM developed and implemented the 

National Plan for Equal Opportunities for Women, which acknowledged the role of govern-

ment institutions in sustaining women’s subordination. Since then, a series of laws on 

domestic violence, women’s rights at work, and sexual abuse have been passed. SERNAM 

also introduced nationwide programs targeting low-income female-headed households to 

improve their access to employment; a program targeting parents, teachers, and adoles-

cents in secondary school to reduce teenage pregnancy; and a program providing child-

care during the harvest season for female seasonal workers in the agro-export sector. In 

May 2004, after a long struggle, the government passed a law legalizing civil divorce.

Despite these efforts, women in Chile are still disadvantaged in many ways. Wom-

en’s representation in political office remains low. Unsafe abortion is the second leading 

cause of maternal mortality, and the law prohibits abortion under any circumstances. 

Women lack property rights in marriage. Despite two laws that toughened the punishment 

for domestic violence and sexual abuse, and extensive information campaigns, violence 

against women continues to be a major problem in Chile. 

In 2001 SERNAM introduced gender impact analysis of public policies in the budget 

process. Working with the Finance Ministry, SERNAM has helped establish new adminis-

trative rules for analyzing programs for the impact on women and men and on girls and 

boys. Gender is one of six areas on which all ministries and public services report annu-

ally to the Budget Department. 

Chile has a long history of political action by women’s organizations. Women’s organi-

zations have had enormous impact on SERNAM’s policy objectives and program priorities 

at critical junctures and were instrumental in shaping the National Plan for Equal Opportu-

nities as well as Chile’s platform at the Beijing Conference on Women in 1995. 
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Box 12.3
Chile: the 
influence 

of women’s 
organizations

(continued)

Gender equality indicators for Chile, 1990 and 2000

Indicator 1990 2000

Education

Girls’ to boys’ gross enrollment ratio, primary 0.98 0.98

Girls’ to boys’ completion rate, primary 1.05 1.02

Girls’ to boys’ gross enrollment ratio, secondary 1.08 1.02

Sexual and reproductive rights and health

Maternal mortality ratio (per 100,000 live births) 65 31

Adolescent fertility rate 66 66a

Fertility rate 2.8 2.2

Women as a share of those living with HIV/AIDSb (percent) 18 33.5

Political and economic opportunity

Share of women-held seats in national parliament (percent) — 8.3c

Share of women-held seats at local level—mayors (percent) 12.7

Share of women in nonagricultural wage employment (percent) 36.2 36.5d

— Not available 
a. Data are for 1996.
b. Data are for 1997 and 2003.
c. Data are for 2003. 
d. Data are for 2002.
Source: UNESCO 2004; UN 2004a, 2004b; WISTAT 1999; World Bank 2004e, 2004f; 
UNAIDS 2004; IPU 2004; United Cities and Local Governments 2004.

In 1990 Chile had already achieved parity in both primary and secondary enrollments 

(see table). From 1990 to 2000 maternal mortality fell from 65 to 31 per 100,000 births 

and the fertility rate declined from 2.8 to 2.2. However, in the late 1990s the share of 

women among those infected with HIV/AIDS nearly doubled, from 18 percent in 1997 to 

33.5 percent in 2003.

Box 12.4
Rwanda: a national 

commitment to 
gender equality

Source: Zuckerman 
2001, 2002a; Zuckerman 

and Garrett 2003; 
Diop-Tine 2002.

The genocide and civil war in Rwanda in 1994 caused major trauma to the country’s econ-

omy and social fabric. During the conflict women were systematically raped, murdered, 

and disfigured. Today, women constitute 54 percent of the Rwandan population, and 34 

percent of households are headed by women. 

Since the genocide the country as a whole has committed itself to gender equality, and 

women have played a pivotal role in political and economic reconstruction. The country is 

in the process of restructuring its social, political, and economic institutions. It adopted 

a new Constitution, which guarantees equal rights for women. Parliament has begun to 

repeal laws that are biased against women, including legislation prohibiting women from 

inheriting property. Rape is now considered a first-degree crime in local courts (previously 

it was considered a third-degree crime) and was prosecuted as a genocidal act under the 

International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda.

Rwandan women are also assuming roles as community leaders, entrepreneurs, and 

elected officials. In the multiparty presidential and parliamentary elections in 2003, 

women gained 49 percent of the seats in the lower house and 30 percent of the seats in 

the upper house, up from 17 percent in 1990. Rwanda has also created local women’s 

councils elected by women only and a government ministry for women to ensure that poli-

cies are gender equitable. 
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Box 12.4
Rwanda: a national 

commitment to 
gender equality

(continued)

The Ministry for Gender and Women in Development and women’s organizations actively 

participated to mainstream gender concerns in the country’s Poverty Reduction Strategy 

Paper. External evaluations note that Rwanda’s Poverty Reduction Strategy is one of the 

best on gender equality issues. Budgetary expenditures prioritize activities that address 

gender inequalities, and all sector expenditures incorporate Ministry of Gender inputs. 

Women’s organizations have been critical in creating an enabling environment for 

promoting women’s empowerment and gender mainstreaming in the aftermath of the 

genocide. Through organizing, networking, and lobbying together, women’s organizations 

have helped to bring about the changes described above. At the national level, Collectif 

ProFemmes/Twese Hamwe brings together more than 40 women’s organizations that pro-

mote a culture of peace and remembrance, protect widows and the displaced, promote 

the legal rights of widows and children, and fight violence against women and girls. At the 

local level, with the support of national and international development partners, women’s 

organizations are implementing a range of economic development activities.

Gender equality indicators for Rwanda, 1990 and 2000

Indicator 1990 2000

Education

Girls’ to boys’ gross enrollment ratio, primary 0.98 0.99

Girls’ to boys’ completion rate, primary 1.07 0.92

Girls’ to boys’ gross enrollment ratio, secondary 0.76 0.98

Sexual and reproductive rights and health

Maternal mortality ratio (per 100,000 live births) 1,300 950a

Unmet need for contraception 38.8 35.6

Fertility rate 7.1 5.7

Women as a share of those living with HIV/AIDSb (percent) 48.6 56.5

Births attended by skilled health staff 25.8 31.3c

Political and economic opportunity

Share of women-held seats in national parliament (percent) 17 39.4a

Share of women in labor force (percent) 49 49a

a. Data are for 2003.
b. Data are for 1997 and 2003.
c. Data are for 2001.
Source:  UNESCO 2004; UN 2004a; World Bank 2004b, 2004f; UNAIDS 2004; ORC-Macro 2004; IPU 2004.

Despite enormous economic development challenges, Rwanda’s gender indicators are 

above regional averages (see table). Although the absolute rates of secondary education 

are very low for both boys and girls, the gender gap at this level has closed rapidly between 

1990 and 2000, and the country is on its way to achieve gender parity in both primary and 

secondary education in 2005. 

The country’s fertility rate has been declining steadily. Births attended by skilled 

health staff have increased, and the unmet need for contraception has declined for both 

adolescents and adult women.
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Cambodia, Rwanda, and South Africa have all made significant progress in 
the last decade in closing gender gaps in primary and secondary education and 
improving key aspects of women’s sexual and reproductive rights and health. 
However, despite improvements in maternal mortality and decreases in unmet 
need for contraception, women in South Africa, Rwanda, and Cambodia have 
been hit hard by the HIV/AIDS epidemic. Among the four countries Chile 
stands alone in opposing women’s reproductive rights. On women’s political 
participation Rwanda and South Africa have achieved high levels of represen-
tation of women at the national and local levels. Chile and Rwanda have taken 
strong legal measures to address violence against women, and Cambodia has 
added elimination of violence against women as an additional Millennium 
Development target. 

Box 12.5
South Africa: 

mainstreaming 
gender concerns 

Source: Baden 1999; Khan 
2003; Unterhalter and 

others 2004; GTZ 2004.

The postapartheid government of South Africa made gender equality one of the priori-

ties of the reconstruction process. South Africa’s constitution now guarantees equality 

between women and men and provides for affirmative action to address gender inequali-

ties in public life. The Constitution takes precedence over customary law when the equal-

ity clause and customary law conflict. 

Several new laws have been introduced and existing laws revised to make them more 

gender-sensitive. The Public Service Act of 1994 and the Labor Relations Act of 1995 

removed discriminatory practices in public services and labor markets. Abortion was legal-

ized in 1996. The government also passed a law in 1993 criminalizing rape within mar-

riage.

Gender concerns are fully mainstreamed into the government apparatus. South Africa 

does not have a separate ministry of women’s affairs, but the Commission on Gender 

Equality, provided for in the Constitution, monitors and evaluates government and the 

private sector on gender, informs the public, and makes recommendations on laws and 

policies. The Office on the Status of Women is responsible for developing national gen-

der policy, promoting affirmative action in government, supporting government bodies to 

integrate gender in all policies and programs, and organizing gender training. Its power, 

however, is limited because it is not directly involved in national policy, and many depart-

ments see gender equality only in terms of personnel and internal workings.

In 1995 South Africa was one of the first countries to pioneer analysis of the national 

budget from a gender perspective. The Women’s Budget Initiative was a collaborative 

venture of women parliamentarians and women’s organizations to make the case for real-

locating expenditures and revenues to more adequately respond to the needs of women. 

Of the many tools used for monitoring gender mainstreaming, this one has caught the 

imagination of women’s movements worldwide.

Women’s organizations were very active in the antiapartheid movement and that activ-

ism helped to bring about a number of the constitutional and legal changes described 

above. Women’s organizations lobbied strongly for legalizing abortion and protecting 

women against violence. They have also fought for women’s land rights and for prevention 

and treatment of HIV/AIDS. However, the migration of many women’s activists into gov-

ernment after 1994 weakened women’s organizations, particularly in rural areas, limiting 

their ability to maximize the opportunities created by the national gender machinery.
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No country has adequately addressed women’s poverty and economic 
opportunity—their participation in labor markets or asset ownership and con-
trol—although Cambodia and Rwanda have made commitments to securing 
women’s rights to land and housing, Chile has implemented a poverty allevia-
tion program targeting low-income female-headed households to improve their 
access to employment, although the results have been mixed, and Cambodia 
has reformed its labor code to eliminate discrimination against women.

In each of the four countries the conditions have been created for foster-
ing large-scale societal transformation. Each country has a critical mass of 
change agents within government and civil society with a vision of gender 
equality and women’s empowerment. In Rwanda and South Africa govern-
ment leaders have worked in alliance with civil society leaders, while in Chile 

Box 12.5
South Africa: 

mainstreaming 
gender concerns 

(continued)

Gender equality indicators for South Africa, 1990 and 2000

Indicator 1990 2000

Education

Girls’ to boys’ gross enrollment ratio, primary 0.98 0.95

Girls’ to boys’ completion rate, primary 1.12 1.02

Girls’ to boys’ gross enrollment ratio, secondary 1.16 1.09

Sexual and reproductive rights and health

Maternal mortality ratio (per 100,000 live births) 340a 230

Unmet need for contraception 15

Fertility rate 3.3 2.8

Women as a share of those living with HIV/AIDSb (percent) 50 56.9

Political and economic opportunity

Share of women-held seats in national parliament (percent) 2.8 30.7c

Share of women in labor force (percent) 37 38c

a. Data are for 1995.
b. Data are for 1997 and 2003.
c. Data are for 2003.
Source: UNESCO 2004; UN 2004a, 2004b; World Bank 2004c, 2004f; UNAIDS 2004; IPU 2004; ORC-Macro 2004. 

Over the last decade, South Africa has made significant progress toward closing gen-

der gaps in some sectors. Women now constitute 31 percent of parliamentarians (see 

table). Maternal mortality has been reduced, and the fertility rate has declined. However, 

HIV/AIDS is a major health problem for South African women. In 2003 women constituted 

more than half of those infected with HIV/AIDS, and the majority of new infections occur 

among adolescent girls. 

Although the official indicators for primary and secondary education have not regis-

tered much improvement over 10 years, the government has taken steps to improve the 

quality of education. The Gender Equity Task Team has revised the curricula with attention 

to gender issues and has prepared a guide to educate teachers on gender issues. The 

incidence of sexual violence in schools remains a problem, however. 



152 Chapter 12

the pressure of an independent women’s movement forced change within 
government. 

Institutional structures and processes are being transformed through con-
stitutional change, legal reform, and the formation of new governmental orga-
nizations. Cambodia, Rwanda, and South Africa have all made commitments 
to gender equality a key component of their constitutions. All four coun-
tries have implemented major legal and legislative reforms to advance equal-
ity between women and men. And in all four countries a national women’s 
machinery has been put in place, supported by political leaders, with strong 
mandates for achieving gender equality. South Africa also established a Gender 
Equality Commission, which serves as a monitoring mechanism and reports 
to the president’s office.

It is difficult to establish whether adequate technical resources exist in these 
countries for implementing their commitments to gender equality. However, as 
the four case studies show, the multilayered responses (legislative, policy, and 
project) to gender inequality suggest that technical capacity is not lacking. 

Similarly, it is hard to know whether the gender equality machinery has 
adequate financial resources to do its work, an area where information is sorely 
lacking. The limited information from Cambodia suggests that gender equality 
is underresourced relative to the other cross-sectoral ministry. Yet, the advent 
of gender-budget initiatives, especially in Chile, Rwanda, and South Africa 
holds the promise of such information becoming available and useful to gender 
equality advocates within and outside government. 

Finally, in terms of monitoring and accountability, each country has wom-
en’s movements that can hold governments to their promises. Gender budget 
initiatives are an important monitoring and accountability mechanism. Each 
country is a signatory to the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 
Discrimination against Women, but it is not clear whether the associated mon-
itoring mechanism truly serves to hold governments accountable for bringing 
about the changes required to meet the convention’s provisions.4 

Gender mainstreaming in MDG-based country policy processes
Poverty reduction strategies in low-income countries are the mechanism 
for influencing development policies and plans and ensuring that actions to 
address the Millennium Development Goals are implemented. Thus, a critical 
entry-point for promoting gender equality and women’s empowerment at the 
country level is the poverty reduction strategy process. 

Gender has been mainstreamed unevenly across donor-initiated Poverty 
Reduction Strategy Papers (Zuckerman and Garrett 2003). Whitehead’s 
(2003) review in four countries found that gender issues appear in frag-
mented fashion—addressed very little or not at all in policy sections of the 
documents. Despite guidelines in the World Bank Poverty Reduction Strategy 
Paper Sourcebook to treat gender as a cross-cutting issue, two of the four cases 
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Whitehead reviews do not do so. Perhaps partly in response to the Millennium 
Development Goals, the most consistently mentioned policy areas for women 
are health and education. 

A core recommendation of the UN Millennium Project’s (2005a) Investing 
in Development: A Practical Plan to Achieve the Millennium Development Goals 
is that every developing country restructure its short-term poverty reduction 
strategy in the context of a 10-year Millennium Development Goals (MDG) 
framework. This offers the opportunity to apply the lessons from past poverty 
reduction strategy processes so that the new MDG-based poverty reduction 
strategies succeed in fully mainstreaming gender and empowering women. 

The UN Millennium Project suggests a five-step approach to designing 
an MDG-based poverty reduction strategy (UN Millennium Project 2005a). 
Gender considerations should be an integral component of each step. 

First, as noted in chapter 10, the data that countries use to diagnose the 
nature and dynamics of poverty must be disaggregated by sex. Surveys will 
need to collect individual as well as household-level data to understand the gen-
der-differentiated causes, dynamics, and consequences of poverty. Large-scale 
survey efforts already under way (such as the World Bank’s Living Standards 
Measurement Study and ORC-Macro’s Demographic and Health Surveys) 
provide an opportunity to collect information on sources and uses of income 
by different household members, to incorporate time allocation modules, and 
to use more participatory poverty appraisals. This will help to remedy one of 
the most glaring deficiencies in data on women’s lives—the lack of informa-
tion on female poverty—and will increase the efficiency of investments and 
programs to reduce poverty by ensuring that they are appropriately designed 
and targeted. 

Second, in undertaking a systematic needs assessment to evaluate poli-
cies, governance structures, and public investments, countries should use the 
tools and methodologies described earlier in this chapter. Gender analysis will 
ensure that the needs assessment reflects the differentiated needs of male and 
female citizens, but that must occur through a consultative process that allows 
for the full participation of women’s organizations. Moreover, the gender needs 
assessment described in chapter 11 will indicate the level of financial resources 
necessary to meet those needs. 

Third, in converting the needs assessment into a detailed three-year MDG-
based poverty reduction strategy in the context of a medium-term expenditure 
framework, both the plan for public spending and services and the financing 
strategy should be based on a gender analysis of public expenditure and revenue. 
As the case studies illustrate, gender budget analysis initiatives can illuminate 
the costs of public services and monitor the allocation of expenditure differen-
tially for women and men. A gender-aware public spending plan must include 
sex-disaggregated and gender-sensitive measures for inputs, outputs, and out-
comes. It must also make gender equality an explicit indicator of performance. 
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And it must incorporate into the budget framework new dimensions of costs 
and expenditures that are not typically included, such as the unpaid care of 
children, the elderly and sick, provided by women (Sharp 2003). 

Finally, the public sector management strategy for implementation of the 
three-year poverty reduction strategy and the 10-year framework, with its 
focus on transparency, accountability, and results-based management, should 
include processes that allow stakeholders committed to gender equality to par-
ticipate in meaningful ways. For example, women’s organizations and other 
civil society groups that promote gender equality must be given full informa-
tion and be able to participate in formal feedback mechanisms through which 
accountability can be exercised. 

Conclusion
Much of what has been covered in this chapter has been known for several 
decades. But it has been difficult to translate this knowledge into development 
policy and practice at the scale required to bring about a fundamental trans-
formation in the distribution of power, opportunity, and outcomes for both 
women and men. The next 10 years provide a new window of opportunity to 
take action on a global scale to achieve gender equality and empower women 
as part of meeting all the Millennium Development Goals. Governments and 
international organizations can provide an enabling environment to make this 
possible. Women’s organizations need the space and resources to bring about 
the societal transformations that remove the constraints, fulfill the potential, 
and guarantee the rights of women in all countries. The recommendations in 
this chapter can pave the way toward that future. 
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The education indicators proposed by the United Nations for Millennium 
Development Goal 3 are: 

• The ratio of girls to boys in primary and secondary education.
• The ratio of literate females to males among 15- to 24-year-olds.
This appendix reports projection results for primary and secondary enroll-

ment for the target years of 2005 and 2015 and tertiary enrollment and the 
ratio of literate females to males for the target year 2015. 

As discussed in chapter 10, each indicator has its limitations. The ratio of 
girls to boys in school does not provide a reference point to assess actual enroll-
ment relative to the population of the age group that should be enrolled at that 
level. Net enrollment rates, which take into consideration the appropriate age 
for each grade, are a good indicator of access to education, but they are not 
available for many countries. Gross enrollment rates are more widely available, 
but they include repeat students in the calculation and so will be higher than 
net enrollment rates. Moreover, even though enrollment is a good indicator of 
the input side of education, it does not provide insights into student learning 
outcomes. 

The literacy indicator, which can be interpreted as an indicator of learning 
outcomes, is also problematic. The quality of data is suspect in many countries. 
Some countries collect literacy information using sophisticated and compre-
hensive techniques while others are not able to provide even the most basic 
information. In addition, because literacy is not a simple concept with a single 
universally accepted meaning, different countries measure literacy differently. 
The UNESCO definition (people are considered literate if they have com-
pleted five or more years of schooling) has been widely criticized, because it 
assumes that people can be easily categorized as “literate” or “illiterate” and 
because adults with five or more years of schooling may still be functionally 

Education projections and 
country level education data
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illiterate, while those with less than four years of schooling may have acquired 
literacy skills by nonformal means.1

In reviewing trends and projections for the target years, this report uses 
the ratio of female to male gross enrollment rates in primary, secondary, and 
tertiary education as well as the ratio of the female literacy rate to the male 
literacy rate. The ratio of rates is used in order to analyze whether reductions 
in gender disparity are being achieved through increases in the enrollment of 
girls or through decreases in the enrollment of boys. This methodology is also 
used by Abu-Ghaida and Klasen (2002) and UNIFEM (2003). The country 
level data for these indicators can be found in tables A1.7–A1.10.

Methodology for projections 
The predictions below are computed following a methodology similar to the 
UNDP methodology described in Technical Note 2 of Human Development 
Report 2002 (UNDP 2002).

The following formulas were used for primary, secondary, and tertiary 
enrollment to predict values in 2005 and 2015: 

For 2005: {[(Value in 2000 – value in 1990)/10] × 5} + value in 2000

For 2015: {[(Value in 2000 – value in 1990)/10] × 15} + value in 2000

The methodology used here differs somewhat from UNDP (2002). First, 
it does not assume that a country that has achieved the target in 2000 will also 
achieve the target in 2005 or 2015. Moreover, the countries that have values 
between 0.9 and 0.99 in 2000 are not considered to be “on track” because their 
rate of change between 1990 and 2000 may be such that they are trending 
away from parity rather than toward parity.

This report uses slightly different terminology than UNDP (2002), which 
uses “achieved,” “on track,” “lagging,” “far behind,” and “slipping back.” The 
categories used here are: “reverse gap,” “parity,” “on track,” “falling behind,” 
and “off track”: 

• Reverse gap: A ratio of 1 or greater
• Parity: A ratio of 1
• On track: 0.90 to 0.99
• Falling behind: 0.70 to 0.89
• Off track: A ratio less than 0.70
It is important to note a number of concerns about the methodology. The 

most important is the assumption used to calculate the rate of change. To 
assume that this rate is linear, independent of a range of social, economic, and 
political factors, is overly simple. A better approach would be to simulate the 
effect of different contextual conditions based on data for each country. The 
absence of such a simulation model, and the lack of data on women to use for 
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such a model, however, limits us to this simpler approach. A second problem 
with the linear predictions for gross enrollment rates is that any increase over 
100 signals a problem rather than an achievement because it means that stu-
dents (boys or girls) are repeating grades.

Despite these limitations, results stemming from the projections of gender 
parity in enrollment rates provide valuable clues on countries’ progress. These 
predictions also help pin down the countries and regions that are faring the 
worst and hence can provide guidance on where efforts and resources should 
be directed in the hard work to achieve gender parity in education.

Projection results
Most of the results are reported at the regional level using the UNDP (2002) 
country classification2 (box A1.1) and supplemented by country-level statistics. 
The classification includes 188 countries. 

Country prospects for meeting the primary education target 
As discussed in chapter 3, gender gaps in primary gross enrollment ratios closed 
rapidly during 1990–2000. In all regions except South Asia and Sub-Saharan 
Africa the gender parity ratio for primary enrollment exceeded 0.90. The gap 
also narrowed in South Asia, moving from 0.77 to 0.89, and in Sub-Saharan 
Africa, moving from 0.80 to 0.86. 

In Sub-Saharan Africa in 35 of 40 countries with data for 2000, the gross 
enrollment ratio of girls’ to boys’ enrollment rates was below 1.0. Of these 35 
countries 19 had gender parity ratios below 0.90 (Angola, Benin, Burkina Faso, 
Burundi, Cameroon, Central African Republic, Chad, Comoros, Côte d’Ivoire, 
Eritrea, Ethiopia, Guinea, Guinea-Bissau, Liberia, Mali, Mozambique, Niger, 
Senegal, and Togo). In South Asia four of six countries had gender parity ratios 
below 1.0 (India, Islamic Republic of Iran, Nepal, and Pakistan). 

If present trends continue, 46 of 133 countries with available data are 
expected to achieve gender parity or a reverse gender gap by 2005 (table A1.1). 
Sixty-eight countries are in the 0.90–0.99 interval. No countries are in the 
off-track category. Nineteen countries have a projected gender parity ratio of 
0.70–0.89, which indicates that they are falling behind. Four of these coun-
tries are in the Middle East and North Africa (Djibouti, Iraq, Sudan, Yemen), 
14 are in Sub-Saharan Africa (Benin, Burkina Faso, Burundi, Cameroon, Cen-
tral African Republic, Chad, Côte d’Ivoire, Eritrea, Ethiopia, Guinea, Mali, 
Mozambique, Niger, Togo) and one is in South Asia (India). 

Convergence toward parity can be achieved in several ways: declines 
in male enrollment rates with female rates remaining constant, declines in 
both female and male rates with male rates declining faster, or increases in 
both female and male rates, with female rates increasing faster. Parity is only 
meaningful if it is attained through genuine increases in female enrollment 
rates. 
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Of the 14 countries that have not yet achieved but are projected to achieve 
gender parity or a reverse gender gap in primary enrollments by 2005, only 
12 will do so through increases in female enrollment rates: Bolivia, Gam-
bia, Kenya, Kuwait, Lithuania, Malawi, Mauritania, Mexico, Peru, Portugal, 
Rwanda, and Vanuatu.3 Another two countries are expected to achieve a ratio 
of one or greater because of declines in both female and male rates, with male 
enrollment rates declining faster: Myanmar and Saudi Arabia. 

Box A1.1
Regional 

classifications

Developed countries 

Australia, Austria, Belgium, Canada, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, 

Iceland, Ireland, Italy, Japan, Luxembourg, Netherlands, New Zealand, Norway, Portugal, 

Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, United Kingdom, United States

East Asia and Pacific 

Brunei Darussalam, Cambodia, China, Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, Fiji, 

Hong Kong (China), Indonesia, Kiribati, Lao People’s Democratic Republic, Malaysia, Mar-

shall Islands, Federated States of Micronesia, Mongolia, Myanmar, Nauru, Palau, Papua 

New Guinea, Philippines, Republic of Korea, Samoa, Singapore, Solomon Islands, Thai-

land, Timor-Leste, Tonga, Tuvalu, Vanuatu, Viet Nam

Europe and Central Asia 

Albania, Armenia, Azerbaijan, Belarus, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Bulgaria, Croatia, 

Cyprus, Czech Republic, Estonia, Georgia, Hungary, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Latvia, Lithu-

ania, Poland, Republic of Moldova, Romania, Russian Federation, Serbia and Montenegro, 

Slovakia, Slovenia, Macedonia TFYR, Tajikistan, Turkey, Turkmenistan, Ukraine, Uzbekistan

Latin America and the Caribbean 

Antigua and Barbuda, Argentina, Bahamas, Barbados, Belize, Bolivia, Brazil, Chile, 

Colombia, Costa Rica, Cuba, Dominica, Dominican Republic, Ecuador, El Salvador, Gre-

nada, Guatemala, Guyana, Haiti, Honduras, Jamaica, Mexico, Nicaragua, Panama, Para-

guay, Peru, Saint Kitts and Nevis, Saint Lucia, Saint Vincent and the Grenadines, Suri-

name, Trinidad and Tobago, Uruguay, Venezuela

Middle East and North Africa 

Algeria, Bahrain, Djibouti, Egypt, Iraq, Israel, Jordan, Kuwait, Lebanon, Libyan Arab 

Jamahiriya, Morocco, Oman, Palestinian Autonomous Territories, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, 

Sudan, Syrian Arab Republic, Tunisia, United Arab Emirates, Yemen

South Asia 

Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, Islamic Republic of Iran, Maldives, Nepal, 

Pakistan, Sri Lanka

Sub-Saharan Africa

Angola, Benin, Botswana, Burkina Faso, Burundi, Cameroon, Cape Verde, Central African 

Republic, Chad, Comoros, Congo, Côte d’Ivoire, Democratic Rep. of the Congo, Equatorial 

Guinea, Eritrea, Ethiopia, Gabon, Gambia, Ghana, Guinea, Guinea-Bissau, Kenya, Lesotho 

Liberia, Madagascar, Malawi, Mali, Mauritania, Mauritius, Mozambique, Namibia, Niger, 

Nigeria, Rwanda, São Tomé and Principe, Senegal, Seychelles, Sierra Leone, Somalia, 

South Africa, Swaziland, United Republic of Tanzania, Togo, Uganda, Zambia, Zimbabwe
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Projections for 2015 show a decisive improvement in gender parity (table 
A1.2). The exception is Eritrea, the only country that is predicted to drop below 
0.70. If current trends continue, 57 of the 133 countries are expected to achieve 
gender parity or a reverse gender gap by the year 2015. Another 55 countries are 
on track, and 41 of them are close to achieving parity with ratios between 0.95 
and 0.99. Of the 20 countries that are falling behind, 11 are in Sub-Saharan 
Africa (Botswana, Burkina Faso, Burundi, Cameroon, Central African Repub-
lic, Côte d’Ivoire, Ethiopia, Lesotho, Mozambique, Namibia, and Niger).4 This 
result suggests that Sub-Saharan Africa requires a significant amount of extra 
attention in order to achieve the gender parity target by 2015.

Country prospects for meeting the secondary education target 
Across the world there is greater variation in enrollment rates at the secondary 
level than at primary level. In 2000 both South Asia and Sub-Saharan Africa 
had female to male gross enrollment ratios below 0.90. In Sub-Saharan Africa, 
30 of 36 countries with data had gender parity ratios below 1.0. In South Asia 
4 of 6 and in East Asia and Pacific 9 of 18 countries had ratios below 1.0. In 
2000, 78 of 149 countries had gender parity or a reverse gender gap. 

Table A1.1
Country predictions 
by region for female 

to male gross 
primary enrollment 

ratios, 2005
Number of countries

Source: UNESCO 2004.

Region

Reverse 
gap (more 
than 1.0)

Parity  
(1.0)

On track 
(0.90–
0.99)

Falling 
behind 
(0.70–
0.89)

Off track  
(less than 

0.70) Total

Developed countries 4 8 10 0 0 22

East Asia Pacific 4 3 7 0 0 14

Europe and Central Asia 3 4 13 0 0 20

Latin America and 
the Caribbean 1 5 16 0 0 22

Middle East and 
North Africa 2 4 8 4 0 18

South Asia 1 0 2 1 0 4

Sub-Saharan Africa 5 2 12 14 0 33

Total 20 26 68 19 0 133

Table A1.2
Country predictions 
by region for female 

to male gross 
primary enrollment 

ratios, 2015
Number of countries

Source: UNESCO 2004.

Region

Reverse 
gap (more 
than 1.0)

Parity  
(1.0)

On track 
(0.90–
0.99)

Falling 
behind 
(0.70–
0.89)

Off track  
(less than 

0.70) Total

Developed countries 9 3 9 1 0 22

East Asia and Pacific 5 2 5 2 0 14

Europe and Central Asia 3 4 11 2 0 20

Latin America and 
the Caribbean 2 3 15 2 0 22

Middle East and 
North Africa 9 1 6 2 0 18

South Asia 3 0 1 0 0 4

Sub-Saharan Africa 11 2 8 11 1 33

Total 42 15 55 20 1 133
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If current trends continue, 7 of 118 countries would achieve a ratio of 
1.0 in gross secondary enrollment by 2005 and 59 would have a reverse gap 
(table A1.3). Of the 28 countries that are on track with a gender parity ratio 
of 0.90–0.99, 15 are trending downward to ratios that are lower than they had 
in 2000.5 

Twenty-four countries are expected to fall behind or be off track in 2005. 
In Sub-Saharan Africa six countries are falling behind (Burkina Faso, Burundi, 
Niger, Senegal, Tanzania, and Zimbabwe) and seven are off track (Benin, 
Chad, Côte d’Ivoire, Ethiopia, Mozambique, Toga, and Uganda). In Europe 
and Central Asia one country (Turkey) is falling behind. In East Asia and 
Pacific four countries (China, Lao PDR, Papua New Guinea, and Vanuatu) 
are falling behind and one is off track (Cambodia). In the Middle East and 
North Africa one country (Morocco) is falling behind and two are off track 
(Djibouti and Iraq). In South Asia two countries are falling behind (India and 
Pakistan). 

Projections for 2015 reflect no evidence of an overall closure in the gender 
gap at the secondary level, with 27 countries projected to fall behind or be off 
track (table A1.4).6 

Table A1.3
Country predictions 
by region for female 

to male gross 
secondary enrollment 

ratios, 2005
Number of countries

Source: UNESCO 2004.

Region

Reverse 
gap (more 
than 1.0)

Parity  
(1.0)

On track 
(0.90–
0.99)

Falling 
behind 
(0.70–
0.89)

Off track  
(less than 

0.70) Total

Developed countries 12 3 7 0 0 22

East Asia and Pacific 7 0 2 4 1 14

Europe and Central Asia 9 2 7 1 0 19

Latin America and 
the Caribbean 14 0 2 0 0 16

Middle East and 
North Africa 8 1 3 1 2 15

South Africa 2 0 1 2 0 5

Sub-Saharan Africa 7 1 6 6 7 27

Total 59 7 28 14 10 118

Table A1.4
Country predictions 
by region for female 

to male gross 
secondary enrollment 

ratios, 2015
Number of countries

Source: UNESCO 2004.

Region

Reverse 
gap (more 
than 1.0)

Parity  
(1.0)

On track 
(0.90–
0.99)

Falling 
behind 
(0.70–
0.89)

Off track  
(less than 

0.70) Total

Developed countries 11 3 8 0 0 22

East Asia and Pacific 6 0 3 5 0 14

Europe and Central Asia 8 1 5 5 0 19

Latin America and 
the Caribbean 10 0 4 2 0 16

Middle East and 
North Africa 10 0 2 1 2 15

South Asia 3 0 1 1 0 5

Sub-Saharan Africa 11 1 4 6 5 27

Total 59 5 27 20 7 118
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Country prospects for meeting the tertiary education target 
If current trends persist, 59 of 78 countries with data will achieve a reverse 
gender gap by 2015 (table A1.5). One country is on track to achieve parity 
(Botswana). Seven countries are falling behind: three in Sub-Saharan Africa 
(Equatorial Guinea, Madagascar, and Uganda), one in East Asia and Pacific 
(Republic of Korea), one in Europe and Central Asia (Georgia), one in Latin 
America and the Caribbean (Cuba), and one in South Asia (India). Finally, 11 
countries are off track, the majority in Sub-Saharan Africa (Benin, Burundi, 
Central African Republic, Congo, Ethiopia, Ghana, Mauritania, and Togo). 
Of the remaining three, one is in East Asia and Pacific (China), one in Europe 
and Central Asia (Tajikistan), and one in South Asia (Nepal). 

Country prospects for meeting the literacy target
Eighty-five percent of 128 developing countries are projected to have female 
to male literacy ratios of 0.90 or greater by 2015 (table A1.6). Thirteen of the 
39 countries in Sub-Saharan Africa with data are either falling behind or off 
track. In South Asia three of seven countries are predicted to fall behind. In 
contrast, only one country in Latin America and the Caribbean (Guatemala) is 
likely to fall behind, while two countries in the Middle East and North Africa 

Table A1.5
Country predictions 
by region for female 

to male gross 
tertiary enrollment 

ratios, 2015
Number of countries

Source: UNESCO 2004.

Region

Reverse 
gap (more 
than 1.0)

Parity  
(1.0)

On track 
(0.90–
0.99)

Falling 
behind 
(0.70–
0.89)

Off track  
(less than 

0.70) Total

Developed countries 20 0 0 0 0 20

East Asia and Pacific 2 0 0 1 1 4

Europe and Central Asia 16 0 0 1 1 18

Latin America and 
the Caribbean 8 0 0 1 0 9

Middle East and 
North Africa 7 0 0 0 0 7

South Asia 2 0 0 1 1 4

Sub-Saharan Africa 4 0 1 3 8 16

Total 59 0 1 7 11 78

Table A1.6
Country predictions 

by region for ratio 
of literate females 

to males, aged 
15–24, 2015

Number of countries

Source: UN 2004a.

Region

Reverse 
gap (more 
than 1.0)

Parity  
(1.0)

On track 
(0.90–
0.99)

Falling 
behind 
(0.70–
0.89)

Off track  
(less than 

0.70) Total

East Asia and Pacific 7 7 3 0 0 17

Europe and Central Asia 2 18 0 0 0 20

Latin America and 
the Caribbean

13 11 1 1 0 26

Middle East and 
North Africa 12 2 3 1 1 19

South Asia 2 1 1 3 0 7

Sub-Saharan Africa 19 3 4 10 3 39

Total 55 42 12 15 4 128
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are likely to fall behind (Yemen) and be off track (Iraq). Of the 62 countries 
that achieved gender parity in literacy by 2003, 59 have rates of female and 
male literacy of 90 percent or greater. However, three countries with female to 
male ratios of one or greater in 2003 also have relatively low literacy rates for 
both men and women (Haiti at 66 percent for men and 67 percent for women, 
Nicaragua at 72 percent for men and 73 for women, and Honduras at 85 per-
cent for men and 88 percent for women).

Table A1.7
Female and male 

gross primary 
enrollment rates 

and ratios, 1990 and 
2000, and projections 

for 2005 and 2015

— Not available.

a. Rank is defined as follows: 
1 = ratio greater than 1 

(reverse gap), 2 = ratio equal 
to 1 (parity), 3 = 0.90–0.99 (on 

track), 4 = 0.70–0.89 (falling 
behind), 5 = 0–0.69 (off track).

Source: UNESCO 2004.

1990 2000 2005 2015

Region/country
Female  

rate
Male  
rate

Female 
to male 

ratio
Female  

rate
Male  
rate

Female 
to male 

ratio

Projected 
female 
to male 

ratio Ranka

Projected 
female 
to male 

ratio Ranka

Developed countries

Australia 107.4 108 0.99 102.1 102.1 1 1 2 1.02 1

Austria 100.6 100.7 1 103.2 104.2 0.99 0.99 3 0.98 3

Belgium 100.6 99.2 1.01 104.5 105.4 0.99 0.98 3 0.96 3

Canada 103 104.6 0.98 100 99.7 1 1.01 1 1.03 1

Denmark 98.3 98.2 1 101.9 102 1 1 2 1 2

Finland 98.5 99.1 0.99 101.4 101.8 1 1 2 1.02 1

France 107.6 109.2 0.99 104.2 105.5 0.99 0.99 3 0.99 3

Germany — — — 103.7 103.9 1 — — — —

Greece 98.1 98.7 0.99 99.2 99.4 1 1 2 1.02 1

Iceland 101 101.7 0.99 102.2 102.4 1 1 2 1.02 1

Ireland 102.7 102.2 1 119 119.8 0.99 0.99 3 0.98 3

Italy 103.5 103.8 1 100.5 101.3 0.99 0.99 3 0.98 3

Japan 99.9 99.6 1 100.8 100.8 1 1 2 1 2

Luxembourg 94.2 86.9 1.08 100.9 100.9 1 0.96 3 0.88 4

Netherlands 104.1 100.8 1.03 106.4 108.6 0.98 0.96 3 0.9 3

New Zealand 104.7 106.4 0.98 99.9 100 1 1.01 1 1.03 1

Norway 100.4 100.5 1 101.5 101.3 1 1 2 1 2

Portugal 120 125.9 0.95 120.3 122.1 0.98 1 2 1.02 1

Spain 108 109.1 0.99 104.8 105.3 0.99 0.99 3 0.99 3

Sweden 99.9 99.7 1 111.3 108.6 1.02 1.03 1 1.05 1

Switzerland 90.9 89.7 1.01 106.8 107.8 0.99 0.98 3 0.96 3

United Kingdom 105.5 102.9 1.03 98.9 98.9 1 0.99 3 0.96 3

United States 101.1 102.9 0.98 100.8 101.1 1 1.01 1 1.03 1

East Asia and Pacific

Brunei Darussalam 111.8 118.7 0.94 102 106.2 0.96 0.97 3 0.99 3

Cambodia — — — 103.3 116.8 0.88 — — — — 

China 120.3 129.6 0.93 113.8 113.8 1 1.03 1 1.11 1

Fiji — — — 108 109.7 0.98 — — — — 

Hong Kong, China — — — — — — — — — — 

Indonesia 112.9 115.7 0.98 108.8 111.2 0.98 0.98 3 0.98 3

Kiribati — — — 129.1 126.7 1.02 — — — — 

Korea, DPR — — — — — — — — — — 

Korea, Rep. of 105.3 104.6 1.01 101.5 100.7 1.01 1.01 1 1.01 1

Lao PDR 90.9 115.5 0.79 104.4 121.5 0.86 0.9 3 0.96 3

Malaysia 93.6 93.8 1 98.7 98.3 1 1 2 1 2

Marshall Islands — — — — — — — — — — 

Micronesia, Fed. States — — — — — — — — — — 

Mongolia 98.3 96.1 1.02 100.6 97 1.04 1.05 1 1.07 1

Myanmar 106.2 111.3 0.95 88.7 89.3 0.99 1.01 1 1.05 1

Nauru — — — — — — — — — — 
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Table A1.7
Female and male 

gross primary 
enrollment rates 

and ratios, 1990 and 
2000, and projections 

for 2005 and 2015
(continued)

1990 2000 2005 2015

Region/country
Female  

rate
Male  
rate

Female 
to male 

ratio
Female  

rate
Male  
rate

Female 
to male 

ratio

Projected 
female 
to male 

ratio Ranka

Projected 
female 
to male 

ratio Ranka

Palau — — — 109.3 112.7 0.97 — — — — 

Papua New Guinea 66.3 70.6 0.94 79.7 87.5 0.91 0.9 3 0.87 4

Philippines 109.3 110.3 0.99 112.5 112.7 1 1 2 1.02 1

Samoa 127.5 116.7 1.09 101.1 104.6 0.97 0.91 3 0.79 4

Singapore 102.3 105.1 0.97 — — — — — — — 

Solomon Islands 79.2 91.9 0.86 — — — — — — — 

Thailand 95.9 100.4 0.95 92.7 96.9 0.96 0.97 3 0.98 3

Timor-Leste — — — — — — — — — — 

Tonga — — — 111.8 113.5 0.99 — — — — 

Tuvalu — — — — — — — — — — 

Vanuatu 95.3 96.9 0.98 107.7 109.2 0.99 1 2 1 2

Viet Nam 102.9 110.8 0.93 102.2 109 0.94 0.94 3 0.95 3

Europe and Central Asia

Albania 100.4 100.1 1 107.1 107 1 1 2 1 2

Armenia — — — — — — — — — — 

Azerbaijan 113 114 0.99 99.8 100.6 0.99 0.99 3 0.99 3

Belarus — — — 107.8 109.3 0.99 — — — —

Bosnia and Herzegovina — — — — — — — — — — 

Bulgaria 96.3 98.8 0.97 101.7 104.6 0.97 0.97 3 0.97 3

Croatia 84.4 85 0.99 87.6 88.6 0.99 0.99 3 0.99 3

Cyprus 89.9 90.3 1 96.7 96.5 1 1 2 1 2

Czech Republic 96.5 96.2 1 103.8 104.8 0.99 0.99 3 0.98 3

Estonia 109.2 112.3 0.97 100.8 105.1 0.96 0.96 3 0.95 3

Georgia 97.2 97.4 1 95.6 95.3 1 1 2 1 2

Hungary 94.5 94.6 1 101.3 102.8 0.99 0.99 3 0.98 3

Kazakhstan — — — 98.2 99.3 0.99 — — — .

Kyrgyzstan 92.6 93 1 99.5 103.2 0.96 0.94 3 0.9 3

Latvia 94.4 95 0.99 99.6 100.9 0.99 0.99 3 0.99 3

Lithuania 88.8 93.2 0.95 100.7 101.9 0.99 1.01 1 1.05 1

Macedonia TFYR 98.5 100.1 0.98 98.8 98.9 1 1.01 1 1.03 1

Moldova, Rep. of 93.1 93 1 83.7 83.9 1 1 2 1 2

Poland 97.9 98.8 0.99 99 100.1 0.99 0.99 3 0.99 3

Romania 91.4 91.2 1 97.7 99.8 0.98 0.97 3 0.95 3

Russian Federation 109.1 109.2 1 108.5 109.2 0.99 0.99 3 0.98 3

Serbia and Montenegro 72.7 71.4 1.02 66.9 65.6 1.02 1.02 1 1.02 1

Slovakia — — — 102.6 103.3 0.99 — — — — 

Slovenia — — — 99.9 100.5 0.99 — — — — 

Tajikistan 90 91.9 0.98 100.2 108.2 0.93 0.91 3 0.86 4

Turkey 96 102 0.94 96.3 104.7 0.92 0.91 3 0.89 4

Turkmenistan — — — — — — — — — — 

Ukraine 88.7 88.9 1 — — — — — — — 

Uzbekistan 80.7 82.2 0.98 — — — — — — — 

Latin America and the Caribbean

Antigua and Barbuda — — — — — — — — — — 

Argentina — — — 119.8 120.4 1 — — — — 

Bahamas — — — 89 92.1 0.97 — — — — 

Barbados 93.2 93 1 109.9 110.2 1 1 2 1 2

Belize 110.7 112.5 0.98 126.4 129.9 0.97 0.97 3 0.96 3

Bolivia 90.4 99 0.91 115.1 116.7 0.99 1.03 1 1.11 1

Brazil — — — 149.9 159.1 0.94 — — — — 

Chile 99.1 100.6 0.98 101.4 103.9 0.98 0.98 3 0.98 3



164 Appendix 1

Table A1.7
Female and male 

gross primary 
enrollment rates 

and ratios, 1990 and 
2000, and projections 

for 2005 and 2015
(continued)

1990 2000 2005 2015

Region/country
Female  

rate
Male  
rate

Female 
to male 

ratio
Female  

rate
Male  
rate

Female 
to male 

ratio

Projected 
female 
to male 

ratio Ranka

Projected 
female 
to male 

ratio Ranka

Colombia 109.4 95.3 1.15 112.1 112.7 1 0.93 3 0.78 4

Costa Rica 100.1 101.4 0.99 105.3 108.3 0.97 0.96 3 0.94 3

Cuba 96.2 99.1 0.97 99.8 103.9 0.96 0.96 3 0.95 3

Dominica — — — — —  — — — — — 

Dominican Republic — — — 122.2 125.7 0.97 — — — — 

Ecuador — — — 114.9 115.1 1 — — — — 

El Salvador 81.5 80.7 1.01 106.9 111.6 0.96 0.94 3 0.88 4

Grenada — — — — — — — — — — 

Guatemala 72.4 82.6 0.88 97.7 106.5 0.92 0.94 3 0.98 3

Guyana 92.9 94.2 0.99 117.7 121.6 0.97 0.96 3 0.94 3

Haiti 46.4 49.1 0.94 — — — — — — — 

Honduras 111.5 106.1 1.05 107.1 105 1.02 1 2 0.98 3

Jamaica 100.9 101.7 0.99 99.1 100.1 0.99 0.99 3 0.99 3

Mexico 112.4 115.2 0.98 112.7 113.6 0.99 1 2 1 2

Nicaragua 96.5 90.7 1.06 104.1 103 1.01 0.99 3 0.94 3

Panama 104.1 108.3 0.96 110.1 113.1 0.97 0.98 3 0.99 3

Paraguay 103.5 107.2 0.97 111 115.2 0.96 0.96 3 0.95 3

Peru 116.8 120.1 0.97 126.4 127.5 0.99 1 2 1.02 1

St. Kitts and Nevis — — — — — — — — — — 

St. Lucia 134.9 142.5 0.95 109.2 115.4 0.95 0.95 3 0.95 3

St. Vincent and the 
Grenadines

— — — — — — — — — — 

Suriname 100.1 100.4 1 126.5 126.8 1 1 2 1 2

Trinidad and Tobago 96.4 97 0.99 99.4 101.4 0.98 0.98 3 0.97 3

Uruguay 107.9 109.2 0.99 108.5 110.2 0.98 0.98 3 0.97 3

Venezuela 97.2 94.3 1.03 101 102.8 0.98 0.96 3 0.9 3

Middle East and North Africa

Algeria 92.1 108.8 0.85 107.4 116.4 0.92 0.96 3 1.03 1

Bahrain 110.2 110 1 103.1 103.3 1 1 2 1 2

Djibouti 33.5 46.8 0.71 34.7 45.9 0.76 0.79 4 0.84 4

Egypt 85.9 101.5 0.85 96.1 102.9 0.93 0.97 3 1.05 1

Iraq 106.6 126 0.85 91.3 111.4 0.82 0.81 4 0.77 4

Israel 99.5 96.4 1.03 113.6 114.1 1 0.99 3 0.96 3

Jordan 101 100.3 1.01 101 100.6 1 1 2 0.99 3

Kuwait 58.7 61.7 0.95 93.3 94.8 0.98 1 2 1.02 1

Lebanon — — — 97.2 100.6 0.97 — — — — 

Libyan Arab Jamahiriya 101.4 108.1 0.94 116.6 114.6 1.02 1.06 1 1.14 1

Morocco 53 77.1 0.69 87.7 100.8 0.87 0.96 3 1.14 1

Oman 81.9 90.3 0.91 70.8 73.7 0.96 0.98 3 1.03 1

Palestinian Autonomous 
Territories

— — — 108.5 107.3 1.01 — — — — 

Qatar 97.2 104.1 0.93 104.5 104.8 1 1.03 1 1.11 1

Saudi Arabia 71.6 81.9 0.87 66.2 68.7 0.96 1 2 1.1 1

Sudan 45.7 59.4 0.77 54 63.5 0.85 0.89 4 0.97 3

Syrian Arab Republic 102.3 114.2 0.9 105.1 113 0.93 0.95 3 0.98 3

Tunisia 106.6 119.5 0.89 114.7 119.8 0.96 0.99 3 1.07 1

United Arab Emirates 104 100.7 1.03 98.9 99.2 1 0.99 3 0.96 3

Yemen 32.7 82.7 0.45 61 96.5 0.63 0.72 4 0.9 3

South Asia

Afghanistan 20.6 37.2 0.55 — — — — — — — 

Bangladesh 73.6 85.2 0.86 100.9 99.7 1.01 1.09 1 1.24 1

Bhutan — — — — — — — — — — 

India 84.5 111.2 0.76 91.7 110.8 0.83 0.87 4 0.93 3
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Table A1.7
Female and male 

gross primary 
enrollment rates 

and ratios, 1990 and 
2000, and projections 

for 2005 and 2015
(continued)

1990 2000 2005 2015

Region/country
Female  

rate
Male  
rate

Female 
to male 

ratio
Female  

rate
Male  
rate

Female 
to male 

ratio

Projected 
female 
to male 

ratio Ranka

Projected 
female 
to male 

ratio Ranka

Iran, Islamic Rep. 102.2 114.7 0.89 84.7 88 0.96 0.99 3 1.07 1

Maldives — — — 131.2 131.1 1 — — — — 

Nepal 88.3 144.9 0.61 108 127.7 0.85 0.97 3 1.21 1

Pakistan — — — 63.1 85.2 0.74 — — — — 

Sri Lanka 107.8 112 0.96 — — — — — — — 

Sub-Saharan Africa

Angola — — — 69.1 78.1 0.88 — — — — 

Benin 38.7 78 0.5 77.6 113.4 0.68 0.77 4 0.95 3

Botswana 117.9 110.3 1.07 108.3 108.3 1 0.97 3 0.89 4

Burkina Faso 24.5 39.3 0.62 36.8 51.7 0.71 0.75 4 0.85 4

Burundi 65.1 77.7 0.84 57.9 72.5 0.8 0.78 4 0.74 4

Cameroon 91.7 106.7 0.86 100.2 115.4 0.87 0.88 4 0.89 4

Cape Verde — — — 137.4 140.2 0.98 — — — — 

Central African Republic 50.1 78.8 0.63 61.2 88.9 0.69 0.72 4 0.78 4

Chad 33.6 75.2 0.45 56.7 89.6 0.63 0.72 4 0.9 3

Comoros 63.1 87 0.73 80.1 91.7 0.87 0.94 3 1.08 1

Congo, Dem. Rep 60.6 81.4 0.74 — — — — — — — 

Congo, Rep. 124.6 141.1 0.88 92.8 101 0.92 0.94 3 0.98 3

Côte d’Ivoire 52.8 74.4 0.71 68.3 89.3 0.76 0.79 4 0.84 4

Equatorial Guinea — — — 114.7 126 0.91 — — — — 

Eritrea 21.8 23.1 0.94 53.6 65.3 0.82 0.76 4 0.64 5

Ethiopia 26.4 40.1 0.66 52.4 76.4 0.69 0.7 4 0.73 4

Gabon — — — 143.2 144.4 0.99 — — — — 

Gambia 51.3 75.7 0.68 78.3 86.3 0.91 1.02 1 1.25 1

Ghana 66.3 79.7 0.83 76.5 83.8 0.91 0.95 3 1.03 1

Guinea 21.7 45.9 0.47 55.8 77.9 0.72 0.85 4 1.1 1

Guinea-Bissau — — — 66.3 99.1 0.67 — — — — 

Kenya 91.9 96.6 0.95 93.4 94.6 0.99 1.01 1 1.05 1

Lesotho 128.2 104.7 1.22 117.7 112.4 1.05 0.97 3 0.8 4

Liberia — — — 99.3 136.7 0.73 — — — — 

Madagascar 92.5 94.7 0.98 101.1 105.1 0.96 0.95 3 0.93 3

Malawi 61 72.8 0.84 135.3 138.6 0.98 1.05 1 1.19 1

Mali 20.5 34.9 0.59 51.2 71.2 0.72 0.78 4 0.92 3

Mauritania 42.2 57.1 0.74 80.2 85.8 0.93 1.03 1 1.22 1

Mauritius 109.5 109 1 108.4 108.9 1 1 2 1 2

Mozambique 59.4 78.7 0.75 79.2 103.9 0.76 0.77 4 0.78 4

Namibia 134.1 122.9 1.09 112.9 111.5 1.01 0.97 3 0.89 4

Niger 20.3 34.7 0.58 28.6 42.2 0.68 0.73 4 0.83 4

Nigeria 80.4 102.5 0.78 — — — — — — — 

Rwanda 70 71.5 0.98 118.3 119 0.99 1 2 1 2

São Tomé and Principe — — — — — — — — — — 

Senegal 49.9 67.9 0.73 70.3 79.3 0.89 0.97 3 1.13 1

Seychelles — — — — — — — — — — 

Sierra Leone 40.9 59 0.69 — — — — — — — 

Somalia — — — — — — — — — — 

South Africa 107.5 109.4 0.98 108.3 114.5 0.95 0.94 3 0.9 3

Swaziland 111.8 114 0.98 121.2 128 0.95 0.94 3 0.9 3

Tanzania, United Rep. 66.4 67.5 0.98 63.2 62.9 1 1.01 1 1.03 1

Togo 86.7 132.3 0.66 110.3 137.9 0.8 0.87 4 1.01 1

Uganda 61.3 76.4 0.8 128.9 142.6 0.9 0.95 3 1.05 1

Zambia — — — 76 80.3 0.95 — — — — 

Zimbabwe 107.3 108.3 0.99 93.4 96.5 0.97 0.96 3 0.94 3
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Table A1.8
Female and male 
gross secondary 
enrollment rates 

and ratios, 1990 and 
2000, and projections 

for 2005 and 2015

— Not available.

a. Rank is defined as follows: 
1 = ratio greater than 1 

(reverse gap), 2 = ratio equal 
to 1 (parity), 3 = 0.90–0.99 (on 

track), 4 = 0.70–0.89 (falling 
behind), 5 = 0–0.69 (off track).

Source: UNESCO 2004.

1990 2000 2005 2015

Region/Country
Female 

rate
Male  
rate

Female 
to male 

ratio
Female 

rate
Male  
rate

Female 
to male 

ratio

Projected 
female 
to male 

ratio Ranka

Projected 
female 
to male 

ratio Ranka 

Developed countries

Australia 83.4 80.1 1.04 161.3 160.2 1.01 1 2 0.97 3

Austria 98.1 105.4 0.93 97 101 0.96 0.97 3 1 2

Belgium 102.2 101.4 1.01 104.5 105.4 0.99 0.98 3 0.96 3

Canada 101 100.5 1 106 106.7 0.99 0.99 3 0.98 3

Denmark 109.8 108.6 1.01 131.3 125.3 1.05 1.07 1 1.11 1

Finland 127 106.3 1.19 132.6 119.7 1.11 1.07 1 0.99 3

France 101.1 95.9 1.05 108.1 107.4 1.01 0.99 3 0.95 3

Germany 96.9 99.5 0.97 99 99.9 0.99 1 2 1.02 1

Greece 92.9 94.7 0.98 99.4 97.5 1.02 1.04 1 1.08 1

Iceland 98 101.4 0.97 112.6 105.1 1.07 1.12 1 1.22 1

Ireland 104.7 95.9 1.09 127.4 119 1.07 1.06 1 1.04 1

Italy 83 83.4 1 94.5 97.3 0.97 0.96 3 0.93 3

Japan 98 96.3 1.02 103 102 1.01 1 2 1 2

Luxembourg — — — 97.3 91.7 1.06 — — — — 

Netherlands 114.7 124.1 0.92 122.4 126.4 0.97 0.99 3 1.05 1

New Zealand 89.8 88.3 1.02 115.9 109 1.06 1.08 1 1.12 1

Norway 104.6 101.4 1.03 115.9 113.4 1.02 1.02 1 1 2

Portugal 72.2 62.3 1.16 116.9 110.5 1.06 1.01 1 0.91 3

Spain 107.5 100.9 1.07 118.7 112.7 1.05 1.04 1 1.02 1

Sweden 92.3 88.2 1.05 166.5 132 1.26 1.37 1 1.58 1

Switzerland 96.4 101.7 0.95 96.4 102.7 0.94 0.94 3 0.93 3

United Kingdom 88.1 83 1.06 169.1 144.3 1.17 1.22 1 1.33 1

United States 93.5 92.3 1.01 95.6 94.7 1.01 1.01 1 1.01 1

East Asia and Pacific

Brunei Darussalam 71.4 66.4 1.07 84.6 80.3 1.05 1.04 1 1.02 1

Cambodia 17.4 40.2 0.43 13.5 23.7 0.57 0.64 5 0.78 4

China 41.7 55.3 0.75 58.4 77.2 0.76 0.77 4 0.78 4

Fiji — — — 83.4 76.7 1.09 — — — — 

Hong Kong, China — — — — — — — — — — 

Indonesia 41.1 49.7 0.83 56.4 57.6 0.98 1.06 1 1.21 1

Kiribati — — — — — — — — — — 

Korea, DPR — — — — — — — — — — 

Korea, Rep. of 88.5 91.1 0.97 94.1 94.1 1 1.02 1 1.05 1

Lao, PDR 18.6 30 0.62 31.3 43.6 0.72 0.77 4 0.87 4

Malaysia 58.2 54.5 1.07 74 66.9 1.11 1.13 1 1.17 1

Marshall Islands — — — — — — — — — — 

Micronesia, Fed. States — — — — — — — — — — 

Mongolia 87.7 77.2 1.14 77 63.3 1.22 1.26 1 1.34 1

Myanmar 22.2 22.7 0.98 37.5 39.6 0.95 0.94 3 0.9 3

Nauru — — — — — — — — — — 

Palau — — — 85.8 83 1.03 — — — — 

Papua New Guinea 10.6 14.7 0.72 18.2 23.7 0.77 0.8 4 0.85 4

Philippines 72.4 69.7 1.04 80.9 73.8 1.1 1.13 1 1.19 1

Samoa 39.9 32.7 1.22 78.7 72.6 1.08 1.01 1 0.87 4

Singapore 65.6 70.5 0.93 — — — — — — — 

Solomon Islands 10.7 16.9 0.64 — — — — — — — 

Thailand 29.9 32.2 0.93 79.9 84 0.95 0.96 3 0.98 3

Timor-Leste — — — — — — — — — — 

Tonga — — — 102.9 96.6 1.07 — — — — 

Tuvalu — — — — — — — — — — 
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Table A1.8
Female and male 
gross secondary 
enrollment rates 

and ratios, 1990 and 
2000, and projections 

for 2005 and 2015
(continued)

1990 2000 2005 2015

Region/Country
Female 

rate
Male  
rate

Female 
to male 

ratio
Female 

rate
Male  
rate

Female 
to male 

ratio

Projected 
female 
to male 

ratio Ranka

Projected 
female 
to male 

ratio Ranka 

Vanuatu 14.8 18.6 0.79 25.7 30.7 0.84 0.87 4 0.91 3

Viet Nam — — — — — — — — — — 

Europe and Central Asia

Albania 72.2 84 0.86 79.6 77.2 1.03 1.12 1 1.29 1

Armenia — — — — — — — — — — 

Azerbaijan 89.7 89.7 1 84 86.3 0.97 0.96 3 0.93 3

Belarus — — — 85.8 83.1 1.03 — — — — 

Bosnia and Herzegovina — — — — — — — — — — 

Bulgaria 76.8 73.7 1.04 93.1 95.3 0.98 0.95 3 0.89 4

Croatia 79.9 72.7 1.1 84.6 81.7 1.04 1.01 1 0.95 3

Cyprus 72.8 71.4 1.02 93.9 93 1.01 1 2 1 2

Czech Republic 89.7 92.5 0.97 96.1 93.3 1.03 1.06 1 1.12 1

Estonia 106.6 97.6 1.09 92.3 91.1 1.01 0.97 3 0.89 4

Georgia 93.5 96.1 0.97 78.3 77.1 1.02 1.05 1 1.1 1

Hungary 78.9 78.2 1.01 99 98.2 1.01 1.01 1 1.01 1

Kazakhstan 99.4 96.7 1.03 87.1 89.8 0.97 0.94 3 0.88 4

Kyrgyzstan 101.3 98.8 1.02 85.8 85.5 1 0.99 3 0.97 3

Latvia 93.3 93.1 1 91.5 90.3 1.01 1.02 1 1.02 1

Lithuania — — — 94.8 95.6 0.99 — — — — 

Macedonia TFYR 55.5 56 0.99 82.9 85.4 0.97 0.96 3 0.94 3

Moldova, Rep. 83.4 76.7 1.09 72.1 70.2 1.03 1 2 0.94 3

Poland 83.5 79.6 1.05 100 102.6 0.97 0.93 3 0.85 4

Romania 91.5 92.5 0.99 82.9 81.8 1.01 1.02 1 1.04 1

Russian Federation 96.1 90.6 1.06 86.3 80.4 1.07 1.08 1 1.09 1

Serbia and Montenegro 64.5 62.4 1.03 60.8 58.2 1.04 1.05 1 1.06 1

Slovakia — — — 87.9 86.7 1.01 — — — — 

Slovenia — — — 107.5 105.3 1.02 — — — — 

Tajikistan — — — 71.2 85.7 0.83 — — — — 

Turkey 36.6 57.5 0.64 47.7 67.3 0.71 0.74 4 0.82 4

Turkmenistan — — — — — — — — — — 

Ukraine — — — — — — — — — — 

Uzbekistan 94.9 103.8 0.91 — — — — — — — 

Latin America and the Caribbean

Antigua and Barbuda — — — — — — — — — — 

Argentina — — — 99.9 93.5 1.07 — — — — 

Bahamas — — — 126.1 130.8 0.96 — — — — 

Barbados — — — 102 101.3 1.01 — — — — 

Belize 47.1 40.9 1.15 77 71.2 1.08 1.05 1 0.98 3

Bolivia 33.6 39.5 0.85 77.9 81.3 0.96 1.01 1 1.13 1

Brazil — — — 113.8 103.3 1.1 — — — —

Chile 76.5 70.5 1.08 86.5 84.5 1.02 0.99 3 0.93 3

Colombia 52.8 46.8 1.13 73.2 66.6 1.1 1.09 1 1.06 1

Costa Rica 42.6 40.5 1.05 62.8 57.7 1.09 1.11 1 1.15 1

Cuba 95 83 1.14 86.6 82.6 1.05 1.01 1 0.92 3

Dominica — — — — — — — — — — 

Dominican Republic — — — 66.5 52.7 1.26 — — — — 

Ecuador — — — 58 56.9 1.02 — — — — 

El Salvador 27.2 25.6 1.06 — — — — — — — 

Grenada — — — — — — — — — — 

Guatemala — — — 35.4 38.5 0.92 — — — — 

Guyana 81.1 76.2 1.06 115.5 116.8 0.99 0.96 3 0.88 4
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Table A1.8
Female and male 
gross secondary 
enrollment rates 

and ratios, 1990 and 
2000, and projections 

for 2005 and 2015
(continued)

1990 2000 2005 2015

Region/Country
Female 

rate
Male  
rate

Female 
to male 

ratio
Female 

rate
Male  
rate

Female 
to male 

ratio

Projected 
female 
to male 

ratio Ranka

Projected 
female 
to male 

ratio Ranka 

Haiti 20.2 21.1 0.96 — — — — — — — 

Honduras — — — — — — — — — — 

Jamaica 67.1 63.6 1.06 84.8 81.9 1.04 1.03 1 1.01 1

Mexico 53.5 53 1.01 77.3 73.4 1.05 1.07 1 1.11 1

Nicaragua 46.7 34 1.37 58.4 49.7 1.18 1.09 1 0.89 4

Panama 64.7 60.5 1.07 71.1 67.3 1.06 1.06 1 1.05 1

Paraguay 31.6 30.3 1.04 60.8 58.8 1.03 1.02 1 1.02 1

Peru — — — 82.4 88.7 0.93 — — — — 

St. Kitts and Nevis — — — — — — — — — — 

St. Lucia 62.8 43.3 1.45 100.4 76.9 1.31 1.24 1 1.1 1

St. Vincent and the 
Grenadines

— — — — — — — — — — 

Suriname 55.8 48.5 1.15 94.3 80 1.18 1.19 1 1.23 1

Trinidad and Tobago 82.4 78.5 1.05 83.6 78.1 1.07 1.08 1 1.1 1

Uruguay — — — 104.5 91.8 1.14 — — — — 

Venezuela 40.3 29.2 1.38 64.8 54.1 1.2 1.11 1 0.93 3

Middle East and North Africa

Algeria 54.3 67.4 0.81 73.4 68.2 1.08 1.22 1 1.49 1

Bahrain 101.4 98.1 1.03 105.1 97.8 1.07 1.09 1 1.13 1

Djibouti 10.7 16.7 0.64 14.4 23.3 0.62 0.61 5 0.59 5

Egypt 68.2 83.9 0.81 83.1 88.2 0.94 1 2 1.13 1

Iraq 38.1 59.8 0.64 29.1 47.1 0.62 0.61 5 0.59 5

Israel 91.5 84.9 1.08 93 93.5 0.99 0.95 3 0.85 4

Jordan 64.8 62.1 1.04 89 86.4 1.03 1.02 1 1.02 1

Kuwait 42.5 43.3 0.98 56.9 55 1.04 1.07 1 1.13 1

Lebanon — — — 79.4 72 1.1 — — — — 

Libyan Arab Jamahiriya — — — — — — — — — — 

Morocco 29.9 40.9 0.73 35 43.6 0.8 0.84 4 0.91 3

Oman 40.2 51.2 0.78 67.5 68.9 0.98 1.08 1 1.28 1

Palestinian Autonomous 
Territory

— — — 85.7 79.6 1.08 — — — — 

Qatar 85.6 78.8 1.09 91.7 86.4 1.06 1.05 1 1.02 1

Saudi Arabia 41.5 51.7 0.8 64.3 71.2 0.9 0.95 3 1.05 1

Sudan 19.1 24.2 0.79 — — — — — — — 

Syrian Arab Republic 43.7 59.8 0.73 40.8 45.7 0.89 0.97 3 1.13 1

Tunisia 39.5 50 0.79 80.4 76.3 1.05 1.18 1 1.44 1

United Arab Emirates 72.3 57.9 1.25 79.7 71.1 1.12 1.06 1 0.93 3

Yemen — — — — — — — — — — 

South Asia

Afghanistan — — — — — — — — — — 

Bangladesh 13.6 26 0.52 46.9 44.6 1.05 1.32 1 1.85 1

Bhutan — — — — — — — — — — 

India 32.7 54.8 0.6 40.1 56.7 0.71 0.76 4 0.88 4

Iran, Islamic Rep. 50 66.9 0.75 75.4 80.7 0.93 1.02 1 1.2 1

Maldives — — — 57.2 53.4 1.07 — — — —

Nepal 20.7 46.7 0.44 43.2 57.5 0.75 0.91 3 1.21 1

Pakistan 16.2 33.7 0.48 19.7 29.1 0.68 0.78 4 0.98 3

Sri Lanka 78.5 72.4 1.09 — — — — — — — 

Sub-Saharan Africa

Angola — — — 16 19.3 0.83 — — — — 

Benin 6.8 16.6 0.41 13.5 30.1 0.45 0.47 5 0.51 5

Botswana 45 40.8 1.1 81.5 76.8 1.06 1.04 1 1 2
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Table A1.8
Female and male 
gross secondary 
enrollment rates 

and ratios, 1990 and 
2000, and projections 

for 2005 and 2015
(continued)

1990 2000 2005 2015

Region/Country
Female 

rate
Male  
rate

Female 
to male 

ratio
Female 

rate
Male  
rate

Female 
to male 

ratio

Projected 
female 
to male 

ratio Ranka

Projected 
female 
to male 

ratio Ranka 

Burkina Faso 4.6 8.8 0.52 8 12.4 0.64 0.7 4 0.82 4

Burundi 4 6.9 0.58 9 11.6 0.77 0.87 4 1.06 1

Cameroon 22.9 32.2 0.71 — — — — — — — 

Cape Verde — — — 76.7 75 1.02 — — — — 

Central African Republic 6.7 17 0.39 — — — — — — — 

Chad 2.3 11.8 0.2 5.1 17.9 0.28 0.32 5 0.4 5

Comoros 13.8 21.2 0.65 18.5 22.6 0.82 0.9 3 1.07 1

Congo, Dem. Rep. — — — — — — — — — — 

Congo, Rep. 43.3 61.5 0.7 38.1 45.8 0.83 0.9 3 1.02 1

Côte d’Ivoire 13.7 28.4 0.48 16.5 29.9 0.55 0.59 5 0.66 5

Equatorial Guinea — — — 18.6 43.4 0.43 — — — — 

Eritrea — — — 23.5 33.1 0.71 — — — — 

Ethiopia 12 16 0.75 14.3 21.7 0.66 0.62 5 0.53 5

Gabon — — — 57.7 61.4 0.94 — — — — 

Gambia — — — 30.7 44.1 0.7 — — — — 

Ghana 27.1 42.9 0.63 32.5 39.9 0.81 0.9 3 1.08 1

Guinea 4.7 14.2 0.33 — — — — — — — 

Guinea-Bissau — — — 14.4 26.4 0.54 — — — — 

Kenya 20.2 27.4 0.74 29.2 32.1 0.91 1 2 1.17 1

Lesotho 31.5 21.2 1.49 35.8 29.8 1.2 1.06 1 0.76 4

Liberia — — — 18.4 26.6 0.69 — — — — 

Madagascar 17.4 17.9 0.97 — — — — — — — 

Malawi 4.8 10.3 0.46 30.8 40.5 0.76 0.91 3 1.21 1

Mali 4.6 9.2 0.5 — — — — — — — 

Mauritania 8.8 18.9 0.47 19.6 22.3 0.88 1.09 1 1.5 1

Mauritius 53.1 52.7 1.01 74.7 79.4 0.94 0.9 3 0.83 4

Mozambique 5.5 9.5 0.57 9.3 14.5 0.64 0.68 5 0.75 4

Namibia 45.1 35.9 1.26 65.5 58 1.13 1.07 1 0.93 3

Niger 3.8 8.9 0.43 5.1 7.7 0.66 0.78 4 1.01 1

Nigeria 21.5 27.9 0.77 — — — — — — — 

Rwanda 6.9 9.2 0.76 14 14.2 0.98 1.09 1 1.31 1

São Tomé and Principe — — — — — — — — — — 

Senegal 11.2 21.2 0.53 14.2 21.4 0.66 0.73 4 0.86 4

Seychelles — — — — — — — — — — 

Sierra Leone 12.1 21.1 0.57 23.8 29.1 0.82 0.95 3 1.19 1

Somalia — — — — — — — — — — 

South Africa 71.8 61.9 1.16 91.2 83.4 1.09 1.06 1 0.99 3

Swaziland 44.9 46.5 0.97 59.8 60 1 1.02 1 1.05 1

Tanzania, United Rep. 3.9 5.6 0.7 5.2 6.4 0.81 0.87 4 0.98 3

Togo 11.5 33.9 0.34 24.4 53.8 0.45 0.51 5 0.62 5

Uganda 9 15.9 0.56 11.9 18.5 0.64 0.68 5 0.76 4

Zambia — — — 21.1 25.9 0.81 — — — — 

Zimbabwe 45 51.5 0.87 41.6 47.3 0.88 0.89 4 0.9 3
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Table A1.9
Female and male 

gross tertiary 
enrollment rates 

and ratios, 1990 and 
2000, and projections 

for 2005 and 2015

— Not available.

a. For some countries, 1999 
data were used when 2000 

data were unavailable.

b. Rank is defined as follows: 
1 = ratio greater than 1 

(reverse gap), 2 = ratio equal 
to 1 (parity), 3 = 0.90–0.99 (on 

track), 4 = 0.70–0.89 (falling 
behind), 5 = 0–0.69 (off track).

Source: UNESCO 2004.

1990 2000a 2005 2015

Region/Country
Female 

rate
Male  
rate

Female 
to male 

ratio
Female 

rate
Male  
rate

Female 
to male 

ratio

Projected 
female 
to male 

ratio Rankb

Projected 
female 
to male 

ratio Rankb

Developed countries

Australia 38.6 33.2 1.16 70.3 57 1.20 1.28 1 1.36 1

Austria 30.4 34.7 0.88 61.7 54 1.10 1.27 1 1.53 1

Belgium 37.9 39 0.97 62.4 54 1.20 1.25 1 1.44 1

Canada 102.9 83.7 1.23 68 51 1.30 1.4 1 1.51 1

Denmark 38.6 33.8 1.14 67.8 50 1.40 1.46 1 1.67 1

Finland 50.6 44.6 1.13 — — — — — — — 

France 42.8 36.7 1.17 59.2 48 1.20 1.26 1 1.32 1

Germany — — — — — — — — — — 

Greece 35.6 36.5 0.98 65.8 60 1.10 1.16 1 1.28 1

Iceland 28.9 20.8 1.39 62 36 1.70 1.92 1 2.27 1

Ireland 29.1 32.3 0.9 53.3 42 1.30 1.46 1 1.83 1

Italy 31 33.1 0.94 56.9 43 1.30 1.51 1 1.89 1

Japan 24.1 37 0.65 43.9 51 0.90 0.95 3 1.15 1

Luxembourg — — — 10.1 9 1.20 — — — — 

Netherlands 35 42.2 0.83 56.8 53 1.10 1.19 1 1.43 1

New Zealand 42.2 38.5 1.1 84 55 1.50 1.73 1 2.15 1

Norway 45.9 38.7 1.19 84.8 56 1.50 1.69 1 2.02 1

Portugal 26.7 20.7 1.29 58.1 43 1.40 1.41 1 1.49 1

Spain 38.6 35.5 1.09 63.7 55 1.20 1.18 1 1.24 1

Sweden 35 28.6 1.22 84.8 56 1.50 1.67 1 1.97 1

Switzerland 17.8 31.3 0.57 36.8 47 0.80 0.89 4 1.1 1

United Kingdom 28.3 30.3 0.93 66.8 53 1.30 1.44 1 1.78 1

United States 81.7 65.4 1.25 82.8 63 1.30 1.36 1 1.43 1

East Asia and Pacific

Brunei Darussalam — — — 20.4 10 2.00 — — — — 

Cambodia — — — 1.6 4 0.40 — — — — 

China 2 3.8 0.52 6.5 12 0.50 0.52 5 0.52 5

Fiji — — — — — — — — — — 

Hong Kong, China — — — — — — — — — — 

Indonesia — — — 12.7 16 0.80 — — — —

Korea, DPR — — — — — — — — — —

Korea, Rep. 25.4 52 0.49 57 97 0.60 0.64 5 0.74 4

Kiribati — — — — — — — — — — 

Lao, PDR — — — 2.5 4 0.60 — — — — 

Malaysia 7 7.9 0.89 29.3 27 1.10 1.18 1 1.37 1

Marshall Islands — — — — — — — — — — 

Micronesia, Fed. States of — — — — — — — — — — 

Mongolia 18.8 10 1.88 41.6 24 1.70 1.67 1 1.53 1

Myanmar — — — 14.7 8 1.80 — — — — 

Nauru — — — — — — — — — — 

Palau — — — 40.1 22 1.80 — — — — 

Papua New Guinea — — — — — — — — — — 

Philippines 32.7 23 1.42 — — — — — — — 

Samoa — — — 11.2 11 1.10 — — — — 

Singapore 14.6 21.4 0.68 — — — — — — — 

Solomon Islands — — — — — — — — — — 

Thailand — — — 37.1 34 1.10 — — — — 

Timor-Leste — — — — — — — — — — 

Tonga — — — 4.3 3 1.30 — — — — 

Tuvalu — — — — — — — — — — 
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Table A1.9
Female and male 

gross tertiary 
enrollment rates 

and ratios, 1990 and 
2000, and projections 

for 2005 and 2015
(continued)

1990 2000a 2005 2015

Region/Country
Female 

rate
Male  
rate

Female 
to male 

ratio
Female 

rate
Male  
rate

Female 
to male 

ratio

Projected 
female 
to male 

ratio Rankb

Projected 
female 
to male 

ratio Rankb

Vanuatu — — — — — — — — — — 

Viet Nam — — — 8.2 11 0.70 — — — — 

Europe and Central Asia

Albania 7.4 6.5 1.13 19.1 11 1.70 1.97 1 2.53 1

Armenia — — — — — — — — — — 

Azerbaijan 19.3 28.5 0.68 22.4 23 1.00 1.15 1 1.45 1

Belarus 50.9 46.3 1.1 63.2 49 1.30 1.39 1 1.58 1

Bosnia and Herzegovina — — — — — — — — — — 

Bulgaria 33.3 30.2 1.1 47.1 35 1.40 1.48 1 1.73 1

Croatia — — — 34.8 30 1.10 — — — — 

Cyprus 13.3 12 1.1 25.5 19 1.40 1.48 1 1.73 1

Czech Republic 14.9 18.4 0.81 30.5 29 1.10 1.17 1 1.41 1

Estonia 27.1 25.2 1.07 70.2 45 1.60 1.79 1 2.27 1

Georgia 39.9 34.3 1.17 34.3 35 1.00 0.9 3 0.72 4

Hungary 14.8 14 1.06 44.9 35 1.30 1.38 1 1.59 1

Kazakhstan — — — 33.6 28 1.20 — — — — 

Kyrgyzstan — — — 42 40 1.00 — — — — 

Latvia 28.1 21.9 1.29 78.9 48 1.70 1.83 1 2.19 1

Lithuania 37.8 29.5 1.28 63.3 42 1.50 1.63 1 1.86 1

Macedonia TFYR 17.6 16 1.11 27.9 21 1.30 1.43 1 1.64 1

Moldova, Rep. — — — 31.4 25 1.30 — — — — 

Poland 25.4 19 1.34 65.7 46 1.40 1.49 1 1.59 1

Romania 9.2 9.9 0.93 29.9 25 1.20 1.34 1 1.6 1

Russian Federation 59.9 47 1.27 72.3 56 1.30 1.3 1 1.32 1

Serbia and Montenegro — — — 29.1 23 1.20 — — — — 

Slovakia — — — 31.7 29 1.10 — — — — 

Slovenia 27.7 21.5 1.29 69.8 52 1.40 1.38 1 1.44 1

Tajikistan 17.3 28.4 0.61 6.8 21 0.30 0.18 5 –0.11 5

Turkey 9.4 18 0.52 19.9 27 0.70 0.84 4 1.05 1

Turkmenistan — — — — — — — — — — 

Ukraine 48.7 47.5 1.03 — — — — — — — 

Uzbekistan — — — — — — — — — — 

Latin America and the Caribbean

Antigua and Barbuda — — — — — — — — — — 

Argentina — — — 59.7 36 1.60 — — — —

Bahamas — — — — — — — — — —

Barbados 30.9 24.4 1.27 — — — — — — —

Belize — — — — — — — — — —

Bolivia — — — — — — — — — —

Brazil 11.7 11 1.06 18.6 14 1.30 1.41 1 1.64 1

Chile — — — 35.9 39 0.90 — — — — 

Colombia 13.8 12.9 1.07 24.3 22 1.10 1.1 1 1.12 1

Costa Rica — — — 17.6 15 1.20 — — — — 

Cuba 24.6 17.4 1.41 26.4 23 1.10 1 2 0.73 4

Dominica — — — — — — — — — — 

Dominican Republic — — — — — — — — — — 

Ecuador — — — — — — — — — — 

El Salvador 14.1 19.8 0.71 19.4 16 1.20 1.51 1 2.04 1

Grenada — — — — — — — — — — 

Guatemala — — — — — — — — — — 

Guyana — — — — — — — — — — 
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Table A1.9
Female and male 

gross tertiary 
enrollment rates 

and ratios, 1990 and 
2000, and projections 

for 2005 and 2015
(continued)

1990 2000a 2005 2015

Region/Country
Female 

rate
Male  
rate

Female 
to male 

ratio
Female 

rate
Male  
rate

Female 
to male 

ratio

Projected 
female 
to male 

ratio Rankb

Projected 
female 
to male 

ratio Rankb

Haiti — — — — — — — — — — 

Honduras 8 10.3 0.77 16.8 13 1.30 1.58 1 2.12 1

Jamaica 5.9 8.1 0.73 21.5 11 1.90 2.47 1 3.63 1

Mexico 13 17.5 0.74 20.3 21 1.00 1.07 1 1.29 1

Nicaragua 8.7 8.2 1.06 — — — — — — — 

Panama — — — 43.8 26 1.70 — — — — 

Paraguay 7.9 9 0.88 19.1 14 1.40 1.6 1 2.08 1

Peru — — — — — — — — — — 

St. Kitts and Nevis — — — — — — — — — — 

St. Lucia 5.8 4.2 1.38 — — — — — — — 

St. Vincent and the 
Grenadines

— — — — — — — — — — 

Suriname — — — — — — — — — — 

Trinidad and Tobago 6 7.6 0.79 7.8 5 1.50 1.9 1 2.64 1

Uruguay — — — 47 26 1.80 — — — — 

Venezuela — — — 34.6 24 1.50 — — — — 

Middle East and North Africa

Algeria — — — — — — — — — — 

Bahrain 19.9 13.8 1.44 — — — — — — — 

Djibouti — — — 0.7 1 0.70 — — — — 

Egypt 11.5 20.2 0.57 — — — — — — — 

Iraq — — — 9.5 18 0.50 — — — — 

Israel 36 35.5 1.01 61.6 44 1.40 1.58 1 1.96 1

Jordan 25.5 22.7 1.12 30.6 27 1.10 1.15 1 1.17 1

Kuwait — — — — — — — — — — 

Lebanon — — — 44.2 41 1.10 — — — — 

Libyan Arab Jamahiriya — — — 47.9 50 1.00 — — — — 

Morocco 8.1 13.6 0.59 9.2 11 0.80 0.91 3 1.12 1

Oman 3.9 4.5 0.87 9.9 7 1.40 1.66 1 2.19 1

Palestinian Autonomous 
Territory

— — — 27.9 29 1.00 — — — — 

Qatar 43.8 14.9 2.94 37.6 13 3.00 2.99 1 3.02 1

Saudi Arabia 11.7 14.3 0.82 25.3 20 1.30 1.53 1 2 1

Sudan 2.7 3.1 0.88 — — — — — — — 

Syrian Arab Republic 14.9 22.3 0.67 — — — — — — — 

Tunisia 6.9 10.5 0.65 21.4 22 1.00 1.13 1 1.45 1

United Arab Emirates — — — — — — — — — — 

Yemen — — — — — — — — — — 

South Asia

Afghanistan 1.3 2.7 0.48 — — — — — — —

Bangladesh 1.3 6.5 0.2 4.6 9 0.60 0.73 4 1.08 1

Bhutan — — — — — — — — — — 

India 4.3 7.9 0.54 8.3 13 0.70 0.72 4 0.84 4

Iran, Islamic Rep. 6.5 13.4 0.48 9.5 10 0.90 1.16 1 1.61 1

Maldives — — — — — — — — — — 

Nepal 2.6 7.9 0.32 1.9 7 0.30 0.25 5 0.2 5

Pakistan 2.6 4.4 0.59 — — — — — — — 

Sri Lanka 3.8 5.6 0.68 — — — — — — — 

Sub-Saharan Africa

Angola — — — 0.5 1 0.60 — — — — 

Benin 0.7 5 0.14 1.4 6 0.20 0.29 5 0.39 5

Botswana 3 3.6 0.83 4.4 5 0.90 0.92 3 0.98 3
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Table A1.9
Female and male 

gross tertiary 
enrollment rates 

and ratios, 1990 and 
2000, and projections 

for 2005 and 2015
(continued)

1990 2000a 2005 2015

Region/Country
Female 

rate
Male  
rate

Female 
to male 

ratio
Female 

rate
Male  
rate

Female 
to male 

ratio

Projected 
female 
to male 

ratio Rankb

Projected 
female 
to male 

ratio Rankb

Burkina Faso 0.3 1.1 0.28 — — — — — — — 

Burundi 0.4 1.1 0.36 0.7 2 0.40 0.36 5 0.36 5

Cameroon — — — — — — — — — — 

Cape Verde — — — — — — — — — — 

Central African Republic 0.4 2.9 0.14 0.6 3 0.20 0.22 5 0.27 5

Chad — — — 0.3 2 0.20 — — — — 

Comoros — — — 0.9 1 0.70 — — — — 

Congo, Dem. Rep. — — — — — — — — — — 

Congo, Rep. 1.9 9.3 0.21 1.2 9 0.10 0.09 5 0.01 5

Côte d’Ivoire — — — — — — — — — — 

Equatorial Guinea 0.5 3.3 0.14 1.6 4 0.40 0.57 5 0.87 4

Eritrea — — — 0.4 3 0.20 — — — — 

Ethiopia 0.3 1.3 0.22 0.7 3 0.30 0.3 5 0.35 5

Gabon — — — — — — — — — — 

Gambia — — — — — — — — — — 

Ghana 0.5 1.6 0.29 1.9 5 0.40 0.46 5 0.57 5

Guinea 0.1 1.9 0.07 — — — — — — — 

Guinea-Bissau — — — 0.1 1 0.20 — — — — 

Kenya 0.9 2.4 0.38 2.5 3 0.80 0.97 3 1.36 1

Lesotho 1.6 1.1 1.37 3.3 2 1.80 1.96 1 2.34 1

Liberia — — — — — — — — — — 

Madagascar 3 3.6 0.82 2 2 0.80 0.85 4 0.87 4

Malawi 0.3 0.9 0.34 — — — — — — — 

Mali 0.2 1.1 0.16 — — — — — — — 

Mauritania 0.8 5.1 0.17 1.2 6 0.20 0.22 5 0.25 5

Mauritius 2.6 4.3 0.6 13.1 10 1.40 1.74 — 2.5 —

Mozambique — — — 0.5 1 0.80 — — — — 

Namibia — — — 6.6 5 1.20 — — — — 

Niger 10.1 13.4 — 0.7 2 0.30 — — — — 

Nigeria — — — — — — — — — — 

Rwanda — — — 1.1 2 0.50 — — — — 

São Tomé and Principe — — — — — — — — — — 

Senegal — — — — — — — — — — 

Seychelles — — — — — — — — — — 

Sierra Leone — — — 1.2 3 0.40 — — — — 

Somalia — — — — — — — — — — 

South Africa 10.4 13.2 0.79 16.8 14 1.20 1.45 1 1.89 1

Swaziland 3.8 5.2 0.73 4.8 6 0.90 0.94 3 1.08 1

Tanzania, United Rep. — — — — — — — — — — 

Togo 0.8 5.2 0.16 1.3 6 0.20 0.22 5 0.26 5

Uganda 0.7 1.7 0.39 2 4 0.50 0.59 5 0.72 4

Zambia — — — 1.6 3 0.50 — — — — 

Zimbabwe — — — 3 5 0.60 — — — — 
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Table A1.10
Adult female and male 

ages 15–24 literacy 
rates and ratios, 

1990 and 2003, and 
projections for 2015

 
— Not available.

a. Rank is defined as follows: 
1 = ratio greater than 1 

(reverse gap), 2 = ratio equal 
to 1 (parity), 3 = 0.90–0.99 (on 

track), 4 = 0.70–0.89 (falling 
behind), 5 = 0–0.69 (off track).

Source: UN 2004a.

1990 2003 2015

Region/Country
Female  

rate
Male  
rate

Female  
to male 

ratio
Female  

rate
Male  
rate

Female  
to male 

ratio

Projected 
female to 
male ratio Ranka

East Asia and Pacific

Brunei Darussalam 98.1 97.6 1.01 99.8 99.3 1.01 1 2

Cambodia 65.6 81.5 0.8 76.7 84.8 0.9 1 2

China 93.1 97.5 0.95 97.4 99.1 0.98 1.01 1

Fiji 97.6 98.1 0.99 99.3 99.3 1 1 2

Hong Kong, China 97.9 98.5 0.99 99.8 99.1 1.01 1.02 1

Indonesia 93.4 96.6 0.97 97.8 98.6 0.99 1.01 1

Kiribati — — — — — — — — 

Korea, DPR — — — — — — — — 

Korea, Rep. of 99.8 99.8 1 99.8 99.8 1 1 2

Lao, PDR 60.6 79.5 0.76 73.6 86.3 0.85 0.94 3

Malaysia 94.2 95.3 0.99 98.2 97.8 1 1.02 1

Marshall Islands — — — — — — — — 

Micronesia, Fed. States — — — — — — — — 

Mongolia 99.1 98.7 1 99.5 98.8 1.01 1.01 1

Myanmar 86.2 90.1 0.96 91.5 91.7 1 1.04 1

Nauru — — — — — — — — 

Palau — — — — — — — — 

Papua New Guinea 62.4 74.4 0.84 73.7 81.3 0.91 0.97 3

Philippines 97.4 97.1 1 99.2 98.8 1 1 2

Samoa 98.9 99.1 1 99.5 99.4 1 1 2

Singapore 99.2 98.8 1 99.8 99.8 1 1 2

Solomon Islands — — — — — — — — 

Thailand 97.6 98.6 0.99 98.5 99.6 0.99 0.99 3

Timor-Leste — — — — — — — — 

Tonga — — — — — — — — 

Tuvalu — — — — — — — — 

Vanuatu — — — — — — — — 

Viet Nam 93.6 94.5 0.99 96 95.3 1.01 1.02 1

Europe and Central Asia

Albania 91.9 97.4 0.94 97.2 99.4 0.98 1.01 1

Armenia 99.4 99.7 1 99.8 99.8 1 1 2

Azerbaijan — — — — — — — — 

Belarus 99.8 99.8 1 99.8 99.8 1 1 2

Bosnia and Herzegovina — — — — — — — — 

Bulgaria 99.3 99.5 1 99.6 99.8 1 1 2

Croatia 99.6 99.7 1 99.8 99.8 1 1 2

Cyprus 99.8 99.5 1 99.8 99.8 1 1 2

Czech Republic — — — — — — — — 

Estonia 99.8 99.7 1 99.8 99.7 1 1 2

Georgia — — — — — — — — 

Hungary 99.7 99.8 1 99.8 99.8 1 1 2

Kazakhstan 99.8 99.8 1 99.8 99.8 1 1 2

Kyrgyzstan — — — — — — — — 

Latvia 99.8 99.8 1 99.8 99.8 1 1 2

Lithuania 99.8 99.8 1 99.8 99.8 1 1 2

Macedonia TFYR — — — — — — — — 

Moldova, Rep. of 99.8 99.8 1 99.8 99.8 1 1 2

Poland 99.8 99.8 1 99.8 99.8 1 1 2

Romania 99.2 99.3 1 99.8 99.6 1 1 2

Russian Federation 99.8 99.8 1 99.8 99.8 1 1 2

Serbia and Montenegro — — — — — — — — 
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Table A1.10
Adult female and male 

ages 15–24 literacy 
rates and ratios,  

1990 and 2003, and 
projections for 2015

(continued)

1990 2003 2015

Region/Country
Female  

rate
Male  
rate

Female  
to male 

ratio
Female  

rate
Male  
rate

Female  
to male 

ratio

Projected 
female to 
male ratio Ranka

Slovakia — — — — — — — — 

Slovenia 99.8 99.7 1 99.8 99.8 1 1 2

Tajikistan 99.8 99.8 1 99.8 99.8 1 1 2

Turkey 88.3 97.1 0.91 95.1 99.1 0.96 1.01 1

Turkmenistan — — — — — — — — 

Ukraine 99.9 99.8 1 99.9 99.9 1 1 2

Uzbekistan 99.6 99.7 1 99.6 99.7 1 1 2

Latin America and the Caribbean

Antigua and Barbuda — — — — — — — — 

Argentina 98.4 98 1 98.9 98.4 1.01 1.01 1

Bahamas 97.5 95.4 1.02 98.4 96.5 1.02 1.02 1

Barbados 99.8 99.8 1 99.8 99.8 1 1 2

Belize 96.7 95.4 1.01 99.1 97.7 1.01 1.01 1

Bolivia 89 96.2 0.93 94.7 98.4 0.96 1 2

Brazil 93.1 90.5 1.03 97.2 94.4 1.03 1.03 1

Chile 98.3 97.9 1 99.2 98.9 1 1 2

Colombia 95.5 94.3 1.01 98 96.7 1.01 1.01 1

Costa Rica 97.7 97.1 1.01 98.8 98.2 1.01 1.01 1

Cuba 99.2 99.3 1 99.8 99.8 1 1 2

Dominica — — — — — — — — 

Dominican Republic 88.2 86.8 1.02 92.7 91.2 1.02 1.02 1

Ecuador 94.9 96 0.99 97.4 97.9 0.99 1 2

El Salvador 82.6 85.1 0.97 88.6 90 0.98 1 2

Grenada — — — — — — — — 

Guatemala 66.2 80.5 0.82 74.4 86.7 0.86 0.89 4

Guyana 99.8 99.8 1 99.8 99.8 1 1 2

Haiti 53.8 55.8 0.96 67.5 66.6 1.01 1.06 1

Honduras 80.8 78.5 1.03 88 84.8 1.04 1.05 1

Jamaica 95.2 87.1 1.09 97.9 91.6 1.07 1.05 1

Mexico 94.4 95.9 0.98 97.1 97.8 0.99 1 2

Nicaragua 68.7 67.7 1.01 73.3 71.9 1.02 1.02 1

Panama 94.8 95.7 0.99 96.7 97.5 0.99 0.99 3

Paraguay 95.2 95.9 0.99 97.4 97.4 1 1.01 1

Peru 92.1 96.9 0.95 96 98.5 0.97 1 2

St. Kitts and Nevis — — — — — — — — 

St. Lucia — — — — — — — — 

St. Vincent and the 
Grenadines

— — — — — — — — 

Suriname — — — — — — — — 

Trinidad and Tobago 99.6 99.7 1 99.8 99.8 1 1 2

Uruguay 99.1 98.3 1.01 99.5 98.9 1.01 1 2

Venezuela 96.6 95.4 1.01 99.1 97.7 1.01 1.02 1

Middle East and North Africa

Algeria 68.1 86.1 0.79 86.7 94.4 0.92 1.04 1

Bahrain 95 96.2 0.99 99 98.5 1.01 1.02 1

Djibouti 64.2 82.2 0.78 82.8 90.1 0.92 1.05 1

Egypt 51 70.9 0.72 65.8 77.8 0.85 0.96 3

Iraq 24.9 56.4 0.44 30.5 60.3 0.51 0.57 5

Israel 98.4 99 0.99 99.5 99.7 1 1 2

Jordan 95.3 97.9 0.97 99.6 99.3 1 1.03 1

Kuwait 87.2 87.9 0.99 94.3 92.5 1.02 1.04 1

Lebanon 88.6 95.5 0.93 94 97.6 0.96 1 2

Libyan Arab Jamahiriya 82.7 98.9 0.84 94.5 99.8 0.95 1.05 1
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Table A1.10
Adult female and male 

ages 15–24 literacy 
rates and ratios,  

1990 and 2003, and 
projections for 2015

(continued)

1990 2003 2015

Region/Country
Female  

rate
Male  
rate

Female  
to male 

ratio
Female  

rate
Male  
rate

Female  
to male 

ratio

Projected 
female to 
male ratio Ranka

Morocco 42 68 0.62 62.9 78.1 0.81 0.98 3

Oman 75.4 95.4 0.79 97.9 99.7 0.98 1.16 1

Palestinian Autonomous 
Territory

— — — — — — — — 

Qatar 93 88.3 1.05 97.7 93.5 1.04 1.04 1

Saudi Arabia 78.6 91.2 0.86 92.3 95.6 0.97 1.06 1

Sudan 54 75.6 0.71 75.5 84.4 0.89 1.06 1

Syrian Arab Republic 66.9 92.2 0.73 81.5 96 0.85 0.96 3

Tunisia 75.2 92.8 0.81 91.3 98.1 0.93 1.04 1

United Arab Emirates 88.6 81.7 1.08 95.3 88.6 1.08 1.07 1

Yemen 25 73.5 0.34 53.2 85 0.63 0.89 4

South Asia

Afghanistan — — — — — — — — 

Bangladesh 33.2 50.7 0.65 41.7 58.3 0.72 0.77 4

Bhutan — — — — — — — — 

India 54.2 73.4 0.74 67.8 81.3 0.83 0.92 3

Iran, Islamic Rep. 80.8 91.7 0.88 93.1 97 0.96 1.03 1

Maldives 98.1 98.1 1 99.3 99.2 1 1 2

Nepal 27.3 67 0.41 47.5 78.7 0.6 0.78 4

Pakistan 30.6 62.5 0.49 45.4 73.1 0.62 0.74 4

Sri Lanka 94.2 95.9 0.98 97.1 97.3 1 1.01 1

Sub-Saharan Africa

Angola — — — — — — — — 

Benin 24.7 56.6 0.44 39.7 73.9 0.54 0.63 5

Botswana 87.2 79.3 1.1 93.2 86 1.08 1.07 1

Burkina Faso 14 35.7 0.39 26.9 48.9 0.55 0.7 4

Burundi 44.8 58.4 0.77 66.6 67.9 0.98 1.18 1

Cameroon 75.9 86.4 0.88 90.2 93.1 0.97 1.05 1

Cape Verde 76.2 87.1 0.87 87 92.3 0.94 1.01 1

Central African Republic 39.4 65.6 0.6 64.4 78.5 0.82 1.02 1

Chad 37.7 58.4 0.65 65.9 77 0.86 1.05 1

Comoros 49.6 63.8 0.78 52.4 65.8 0.8 0.81 4

Cote d’Ivoire 40.3 64.9 0.62 56.1 72.7 0.77 0.91 3

Congo, Dem. Rep. 57.6 80.3 0.72 79 90.2 0.88 1.02 1

Congo, Rep. 90.3 94.9 0.95 97.5 98.6 0.99 1.02 1

Equatorial Guinea 88.8 96.6 0.92 96.4 98.8 0.98 1.03 1

Eritrea 49.3 72.5 0.68 63.6 82.1 0.77 0.86 4

Ethiopia 34.1 51.5 0.66 53.3 63.9 0.83 0.99 3

Gabon — — — — — — — — 

Gambia 34.1 50.5 0.68 54 69.2 0.78 0.88 4

Ghana 75.4 88.2 0.85 90.9 94.5 0.96 1.06 1

Guinea — — — — — — — — 

Guinea-Bissau 26.5 62.2 0.43 49.2 75.4 0.65 0.86 4

Kenya 86.7 92.9 0.93 95.5 96.6 0.99 1.04 1

Lesotho 97.1 77.2 1.26 98.8 84.2 1.17 1.1 1

Liberia 38.6 75.4 0.51 56.9 87 0.65 0.79 4

Madagascar 66.6 77.8 0.86 79.1 85.1 0.93 1 2

Malawi 51.2 75.7 0.68 63.8 82.3 0.78 0.87 4

Mali 17.1 38.3 0.45 27.9 50 0.56 0.66 5

Mauritania 36.1 55.5 0.65 42.3 57.6 0.73 0.81 4

Mauritius 91.1 91.2 1 95.1 93.9 1.01 1.03 1

Mozambique 31.7 66.1 0.48 50.7 77.3 0.66 0.82 4

Namibia 89 85.9 1.04 94.3 90.9 1.04 1.04 1
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Table A1.10
Adult female and male 

ages 15–24 literacy 
rates and ratios,  

1990 and 2003, and 
projections for 2015

(continued)

1990 2003 2015

Region/Country
Female  

rate
Male  
rate

Female  
to male 

ratio
Female  

rate
Male  
rate

Female  
to male 

ratio

Projected 
female to 
male ratio Ranka

Niger 9.3 24.9 0.37 15.7 34.8 0.45 0.52 5

Nigeria 66.5 80.8 0.82 87.5 91.3 0.96 1.08 1

Rwanda 67.4 78 0.86 84.6 86.8 0.97 1.08 1

São Tomé and Principe — — — — — — — — 

Senegal 30.2 50 0.6 45.7 62.2 0.73 0.86 4

Seychelles — — — — — — — — 

Sierra Leone — — — — — — — — 

Somalia — — — — — — — — 

South Africa 88.4 88.6 1 92 92 1 1 2

Swaziland 85.5 84.7 1.01 92.5 90.8 1.02 1.03 1

Tanzania, United Rep. 77.2 89.2 0.87 90.1 94.1 0.96 1.04 1

Togo 47.7 79.4 0.6 68 88.9 0.76 0.92 3

Uganda 60.5 79.8 0.76 75 86.8 0.86 0.96 3

Zambia 76.2 86.4 0.88 87.5 91.8 0.95 1.02 1

Zimbabwe 91.3 96.6 0.95 96.5 99 0.97 1 2



Table A2.1
Unmet need for family 

planning, 1990–95 
and 1996–2001

Percent
 

— Not available.
 

Note: Need for family planning 
is the percentage of currently 

married women with unmet 
need for family planning, met 

need for family planning, 
and the total demand for 
family planning services.

 
Unmet need for spacing 

includes pregnant women 
whose pregnancy was mistimed, 
amenorrheic women who are not 
using family planning and whose 

last birth was mistimed, and 
fecund women who are neither 
pregnant nor amenorrheic and 
who are not using any method 

of family planning and say they 
want to wait two or more years 

for their next birth. Also included 
are fecund women who are 

not using any method of family 
planning and say they are unsure 

whether they want another 
child or who want another child 

but are unsure when to have 
the birth unless they say it 

would not be a problem if they 
discovered they were pregnant 

in the next few weeks.
 

Unmet need for limiting refers 
to pregnant women whose 
pregnancy was unwanted, 

Region and country (survey period)

Need for family planning

Early survey period (1990–95) Late survey period (1996–2001)

Ages 15–19 All age groups Ages 15–19 All age groups

East Asia and the Pacific

Cambodia (2000) — — 29.5 29.7

Indonesia (1994, 1997) 13.7 10.6 9.1 9.2

Philippines (1993, 1998) 31.1 25.9 30.7 18.8

Viet Nam (1997) 9.7 6.9

Europe and Central Asia

Armenia (2000) — — 17.7 11.8

Kazakhstan (1995, 1999) 20.0 15.7 13.0 8.7

Kyrgyzstan (1997) — — 11.5 11.6

Turkey (1993, 1998) 20.2 11.2 20.0 10.1

Turkmenistan (2000) — — 14.3 10.1

Uzbekistan (1996) — — 15.7 13.7

Latin America and the Caribbean

Bolivia (1994, 1998) 29.4 23.2 33.9 26.1

Brazila (1991, 1996) 26.2 18.3 19.1 7.3

Colombia (1990, 2000) 22.7 11.1 17.5 6.2

Dominican Republic (1991, 1999) 36.6 17.2 24.6 11.9

Guatemala (1995, 1998/1999) 28.8 24.3 25.4 23.1

Haiti (1994/1995, 2000) 61.6 44.5 58.4 39.8

Nicaragua (1997/1998) — — 27.4 14.7

Paraguay (1990) 19.4 15.0 — — 

Peru (1992, 2000) 32.7 15.5 23.6 10.2

Middle East and North Africa

Egypt (1992, 2000) 23.8 19.8 9.8 10.7

Jordan (1990, 1997) 23.0 22.2 18.3 14.2

Morocco (1992) 16.6 19.7 — — 

Yemen (1997) — — 32.3 38.6

South Asia

Bangladesh (1993/1994, 1999/2000) 21.9 18.1 20.0 15.3

India (1992/1993, 1998/1999) 27.2 16.5 27.1 15.8

Nepal (1996, 2001) 40.5 31.4 35.6 27.8

Pakistan (1990/1991) 33.6 31.8 — — (continued on next page)
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amenorrheic women whose last 
child was unwanted, and fecund 

women who are neither pregnant 
nor amenorrheic and who are 

not using any method of family 
planning and who want no more 
children. Excluded are pregnant 

and amenorrheic women who 
became pregnant while using 

a contraceptive method (these 
women are in need of a better 

method of contraception).
 

Using for spacing is defined as 
women who are using some 

method of family planning 
and say they want to have 

another child or are undecided 
whether to have another.

 
Using for limiting is defined as 
women who are using and who 

want no more children. Note that 
the specific methods used are 

not taken into account here.
 

Nonusers who are pregnant 
or amenorrheic and women 

whose pregnancy was the 
result of a contraceptive 

failure are not included in the 
category of unmet need, but 
are included in total demand 
for contraception (since they 

would have been using had 
their method not failed). 

a. Data are for the 
Northeast region.

Source: ORC-Macro 2004. 

Region and country (survey period)

Need for family planning

Early survey period (1990–95) Late survey period (1996–2001)

Ages 15–19 All age groups Ages 15–19 All age groups

Sub-Saharan Africa

Benin (1996, 2001) 27.6 25.7 27.8 27.2

Burkina Faso (1992/1993, 1998/1999) 25.8 24.5 18.7 25.8

Cameroon (1991, 1998) 21.1 21.7 21.4 19.7

Central African Republic (1994/1995) 14.9 16.2 — — 

Chad (1996/1997) — — 7.6 9.7

Comoros (1996) — — 51.2 34.6

Cote d’Ivoire (1994, 1998/99) 27.9 27.1 22.4 27.7

Eritrea (1995) 34.8 27.5 — — 

Ethiopia (2000) — — 40.4 35.8

Gabon (2000) — — 29.1 28.0

Ghana (1993, 1998) 47.8 36.5 26.7 23.0

Guinea  (1999) — — 19.9 24.2

Kenya (1993, 1998) 41.9 35.5 26.7 23.9

Madagascar (1992, 1997) 24.2 32.4 21.8 25.6

Malawi (1992, 2000) 33.2 35.7 28.8 29.7

Mali (1995/1996, 2001) 30.0 25.7 31.5 28.5

Mauritania (2000/2001) — — 34.9 31.6

Mozambique (1997) — — 24.1 22.5

Namibia (1992) 31.9 21.9 — — 

Niger (1992, 1998) 17.4 18.7 17.3 16.6

Nigeria (1990, 1999) 23.0 20.5 14.8 17.4

Rwanda (1992, 2000) 29.6 38.8 22.2 35.6

Senegal (1992/1993, 1997) 28.0 29.3 32.3 34.8

South Africa (1998) — — 26.1 15.0

Tanzania (1992, 1999) 21.5 27.9 15.1 21.8

Togo (1998) — — 38.9 32.3

Uganda (1995, 2000/2001) 24.9 29.0 25.6 34.6

Zambia (1992, 2001/2002) 27.8 30.7 22.8 27.4

Zimbabwe (1994, 1999) 19.9 14.9 12.4 12.9

Table A2.1
Unmet need for family 

planning, 1990–95 
and 1996–2001

(continued)



Table A3.1
Youth ages 15–24 

unemployment rates, 
by sex, 1990 and 2000

Percent
 

Source: ILO 2003a.

1990 2000

Region and country Men Women Men Women

Developed countries

Australia 13.9 12.4 13.3 12

Austria 3.8 3.8 5.4 5.5

Belgium 10.1 19.2 14.3 16.6

Canada 13.6 11 14.5 11

Denmark 11.4 11.6 7.3 9.3

Ecuador 11.1 17.3 10.6 20.4

Finland 10.4 8.3 19.6 20.2

France 15.3 23.9 16.2 21.8

Greece 15.1 32.6 21 35.7

Iceland 0.9 1.3 5.4 4.3

Ireland 19 16.1 6.4 5.8

Italy 26.2 37.8 23.2 32.2

Japan 4.5 4.1 10.7 8.7

Luxembourg 2.7 4.7 7.8 5.4

Netherlands 10 12.3 5.5 6.1

New Zealand 14.9 13.2 12.1 11.5

Norway 12.4 11 10.6 10.3

Portugal 7.1 12.8 7.2 11.9

Spain 23.2 39.7 16.1 27

Sweden 4.5 4.4 12.7 10.8

United Kingdom 11.1 9 12 8.7

United States 11.6 10.7 11.4 9.7

East Asia and the Pacific

Hong Kong, China 3.6 3.3 13.5 9.2

Korea, Rep. of 9.5 5.5 12.2 8.2

Philippines 13.1 19.2 16.6 22.9

Thailand 4.3 4.2 7 6

Europe and Central Asia

Estonia 1.8 1.8 19.1 26.4

Turkey 16.6 15 20.7 18.3

Latin America and the Caribbean

Argentina 11.5 15.6 31.2 32.7
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1990 2000

Region and country Men Women Men Women

Barbados 21.8 40.5 20.8 26.2

Bolivia 3.1 8.7 7 10.4

Brazil 6.7 6.8 14.6 22.4

Chile 13.4 12.4 17.1 22.1

Colombia 23.4 31.4 31.9 40.7

Costa Rica 7.6 10 11.9 16.4

Nicaragua 8.6 16.7 20.3 19.7

Paraguay 15 16.5 11.7 17.3

Venezuela 20 17.9 19.6 27.7

Middle East and North Africa

Israel 21 23.4 18.6 18.3

Morocco 30.9 31.6 15.8 14.6

South Asia

Pakistan 5.7 1.3 11.1 29.2

Table A3.1
Youth ages 15–24 

unemployment rates, 
by sex, 1990 and 2000

(continued)

Table A3.2
Maternity leave 

benefits as of 1998

— Not available. 
 

a. Up to a ceiling.
b. 10 more 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.
 

Source: ILO 1998, 2003c. 

Region and country
Length of 

maternity leave

Share of wages  
paid in covered 
period (percent)

Provider of 
coverage

Developed countries

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 57 for 15 weeks Unemployment 
insurance

Croatia 6 months plus 
4 weeks

— —

Czech Republic 28 weeks — —

Denmark 18 weeksb 100a Social Security

Estonia 18 weeks — —

Finland 105 days 80 Social Security

France 16–26 weeks 100 Social Security

Germany 14 weeks 100 Social Security to 
ceiling; 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 ratea Social Security

Italy 5 months 80 Social Security

Japan 14 weeks 60 Health insurance/
Social Security

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 —

Norway 38–48 weeks 100, and 26 extra 
paid weeks by 
either parent

Social Security

Poland 16-18 weeks 100 Social Security
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Table A3.2
Maternity leave 

benefits as of 1998
(continued)

Region and country
Length of 

maternity leave

Share of wages  
paid in covered 
period (percent)

Provider of 
coverage

Portugal 14 weeks 100 Social Security

Romania 112 days 50–94 Social Security

Russian Federation 140 days 100 Social Security

Spain 16 weeks 100 Social Security

Sweden 14 weeks 450 days paid 
parental leave: 360 
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 after

Social Security

United States Federal: 12 weeksc  
States: varies

0 —

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 Social Security

Burundi 12 weeks 50 Employer

Cameroon 14 weeks 100 Social Security

Central African Rep. 14 weeks 50 Social Security

Chad 13 weeks 50 Social Security

Comoros 14 weeks 100 Employer

Congo, Dem. Rep. 14 weeks 67 Employer

Congo, Rep. 15 weeks 100 Half employer/ 
half Social Security

Côte d’Ivoire 14 weeks 100 Half employer/ 
half Social Security

Djibouti 14 weeks 50 25% employer/ 
25% Social Security 

Egypt 50 days 100 Social Security/
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 Half employer/ 
half Social Security

Guinea-Bissau 60 days 100 Employer/Social 
Security

Kenya 2 months 100 Employer

Lesotho 12 weeks 0 —

Libyan Arab Jamahiriya 50 days 50 Employer

Madagascar 14 weeks 50 Social Security

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
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Table A3.2
Maternity leave 

benefits as of 1998
(continued)

Region and country
Length of 

maternity leave

Share of wages  
paid in covered 
period (percent)

Provider of 
coverage

Namibia 12 weeks as prescribed Social Security

Niger 14 weeks 50 Social Security

Nigeria 12 weeks 50 Employer

Rwanda 12 weeks 67 Employer

São Tomé and Principe 70 days 100 Social Security

Senegal 14 weeks 100 Social Security

Seychelles 14 weeks flat monthly 
allowance

Social Security

Somalia 14 weeks 50 Employer

South Africa 12 weeks 45 Unemployment 
Insurance

Sudan 8 weeks 100 Employer

Swaziland 12 weeks 0 —

Tanzania, United Rep. 12 weeks 100 Employer

Togo 14 weeks 100 Half employer/ 
half Social Security 

Tunisia 30 days 67 Social Security

Uganda 8 weeks 100 for one month Employer

Zaire 14 weeks 67 Employer

Zambia 12 weeks 100 Employer

Zimbabwe 90 days 60/75 Employer

Latin America and the Caribbean

Antigua and Barbuda 13 weeks 60 Social Security

Argentina 90 days 100 Social Security

Bahamas 8 weeks 100 40% employer/ 
60% Social Security

Barbados 12 weeks 100 Social Security

Belize 12 weeks 80 Social Security

Bolivia 60 days 100% of national 
minimum wage plus 
70% of wages above 
minimum wage

Social Security

Brazil 120 days 100 Social Security

Chile 18 weeks 100 Social Security

Colombia 12 weeks 100 Social Security

Costa Rica 16 weeks 100 Half employer/half 
Social Security

Cuba 18 weeks 100 Social Security

Dominica 12 weeks 60 Social Security

Dominican Republic 12 weeks 100 Half employer/ 
half Social Security

Ecuador 12 weeks 100 25% employer/ 
75% Social Security

El Salvador 12 weeks 75 Social Security

Grenada 13 weeks 60 for 12 weeks Social Security

Guatemala 12 weeks 100 33% employer/ 
67% Social Security

Guyana 13 weeks 70 Social Security

Haiti 12 weeks 100 for 6 weeks Employer

Honduras 10 weeks 100 33% employer/ 
67% Social Security

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
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Table A3.2
Maternity leave 

benefits as of 1998
(continued)

Region and country
Length of 

maternity leave

Share of wages  
paid in covered 
period (percent)

Provider of 
coverage

Saint Lucia 13 weeks 65 Social Security

Trinidad and Tobago 13 weeks 60a Social Security

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

Cambodia 90 days 100 Employer

China 90 days 100 Employer

Cyprus 16 weeks 75 Social Security

Hong Kong, China 12 weeks 66.7 Employer

India 12 weeks 100 Social Security

Indonesia 13 weeks 100 Employer

Iran 90 days 66.7 Social Security

Iraq 60 days 100 Social Security

Israel 12 weeks 75a Social Security

Jordan 10 weeks 90 Employer

Korea, Rep. 60 days 100 Employer

Kuwait 70 days 100 Employer

Lao PDR 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

Saudi Arabia 10 weeks 50 or 100 Employer

Singapore 8 weeks 100 Employer

Sri Lanka 12 weeks 100 Employer

Syrian Arab Republic 75 days 70 Employer

Thailand 90 days 100 for 45 
days then 50% 
for 60 days

Employer for 
45 days, then 
Social Security

Turkey 12 weeks 66.7 Social Security

United Arab Emirates 45 days 100 Employer

Viet Nam 4–7 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
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Table A3.3
Women’s wage 
employment in 
nonagricultural 

sector as a share of 
total nonagricultural 

employment, 
1990 and 2002

Percent
 

— Not available.
 

Source: UN 2004a.

Region and country 1990 2002

Developed countries

Australia 44.6 48.9

Austria 40.1 44.1

Belgium 39.9 45.2

Canada 46.9 48.7

Denmark 47.1 49.0

Finland 50.6 50.7

France 43.9 47.0

Germany 40.7 45.9

Greece 34.7 40.5

Iceland 52.9 53.0

Ireland 41.7 47.6

Italy 34.3 40.9

Japan 38.0 40.6

Luxembourg 34.6 37.5

Netherlands 37.7 45.0

New Zealand 47.8 50.6

Norway 47.1 48.9

Portugal 44.4 46.5

Spain 32.6 39.9

Sweden 50.5 50.9

Switzerland 42.8 47.2

United Kingdom 47.8 50.4

United States 47.4 48.6

East Asia and the Pacific

Brunei Darussalam 39.5 —

Cambodia 40.6 53.2

China 37.7 39.3

Korea, DPR 49.6 —

Fiji 29.9 34.8

Hong Kong, China 41.2 45.9

Indonesia 29.2 29.7

Kiribati — —

Korea, Rep. 38.1 39.7

Lao PDR 42.1 —

Malaysia 37.8 34.6

Marshall Islands — —

Micronesia, Fed. States of — —

Mongolia 48.6 47.4

Myanmar 35.2 —

Nauru — —

Palau — —

Papua New Guinea 24.1 —

Philippines 40.4 40.7

Samoa — —

Singapore 42.5 46.7

Solomon Islands 33.3 —

Thailand 45.3 46.1

Timor-Leste 27.9 —

Tonga — —

Tuvalu — —

Vanuatu — —

Viet Nam 52.9 —
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Table A3.3
Women’s wage 
employment in 
nonagricultural 

sector as a share of 
total nonagricultural 

employment, 
1990 and 2002

(continued)

Region and country 1990 2002

Europe and Central Asia

Albania 39.6 40.2

Armenia — —

Azerbaijan 41.2 48.4

Belarus 55.7 55.8

Bosnia and Herzegovina 43.4 —

Bulgaria 54.2 51.3

Croatia 44.2 45.7

Cyprus 36.4 42.4

Czech Republic 46.0 46.7

Estonia 52.3 51.5

Georgia 44.5 46.5

Hungary 46.2 46.7

Kazakhstan 59.9 48.1

Kyrgyzstan 46.4 45.4

Latvia 52.3 53.4

Lithuania 57.8 50.3

Macedonia, TFYR 38.3 41.8

Moldova 52.9 53.7

Poland 47.2 47.5

Romania 42.7 45.2

Russian Federation 49.9 49.6

Serbia and Montenegro 46.4 —

Slovakia 48.2 52.0

Slovenia 48.9 47.9

Tajikistan 40.1 50.4

Turkey 15.2 20.6

Turkmenistan — —

Ukraine 50.6 53.2

Uzbekistan 46.2 41.8

Latin America and the Caribbean

Antigua and Barbuda

Argentina 36.6 45.9

Bahamas 49.0 48.5

Barbados 45.5 48.5

Belize 37.6 41.0

Bolivia 35.6 37.3

Brazil 40.2 46.6

Chile 36.2 36.5

Colombia 42.4 49.2

Costa Rica 37.2 39.6

Cuba 36.9 37.7

Dominica — —

Dominican Republic 35.2 34.9

Ecuador 37.3 40.0

El Salvador 32.3 31.1

Grenada — —

Guatemala 36.8 39.2

Guyana 44.8 —

Haiti 39.5 —

Honduras 48.1 50.2

Jamaica 50.9 47.2

Mexico 35.4 37.1

Nicaragua 49.0 —
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Table A3.3
Women’s wage 
employment in 
nonagricultural 

sector as a share of 
total nonagricultural 

employment, 
1990 and 2002

(continued)

Region and country 1990 2002

Panama 44.1 43.5

Paraguay 40.5 40.5

Peru 29.9 35.0

St. Kitts and Nevis — —

St. Lucia — —

St. Vincent and the Grenadines — —

Suriname 39.1 33.2

Trinidad and Tobago 35.6 40.8

Uruguay 41.9 45.8

Venezuela 35.2 41.8

Middle East and North Africa

Algeria 8.0 —

Bahrain 7.3 12.5

Djibouti — —

Egypt 20.5 20.3

Iraq 12.7 —

Israel 43.0 48.7

Jordan 23.1 21.9

Kuwait 30.3 19.7

Lebanon 29.3 —

Libyan Arab Jamahiriya 18.9 —

Morocco 26.2 25.8

Oman 18.7 25.2

Palestinian Autonomous Territories 13.0 17.0

Qatar 17.2 13.8

Saudi Arabia 16.1 14.0

Sudan 22.2 14.7

Syrian Arab Republic 14.2 18.4

Tunisia 19.7 —

United Arab Emirates 16.0 12.7

Yemen 8.9 5.8

South Asia

Afghanistan 4.7 —

Bangladesh 17.6 25.0

Bhutan 11.9 —

India 12.7 17.5

Iran, Islamic Rep. 18.0 —

Maldives 21.2 39.6

Nepal 11.7 —

Pakistan 6.6 8.2

Sri Lanka 39.1 44.6

Sub-Saharan Africa

Angola 34.6 —

Benin 51.5 —

Botswana 48.2 44.8

Burkina Faso 12.5 14.0

Burundi 9.9 —

Cameroon 24.3 —

Cape Verde 50.0 —

Central African Republic 36.1 —

Chad 3.8 —

Comoros 16.1 —

Congo, Dem. Rep. 32.2 —

Congo, Rep. 32.5 —
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Table A3.3
Women’s wage 
employment in 
nonagricultural 

sector as a share of 
total nonagricultural 

employment, 
1990 and 2002

(continued)

Region and country 1990 2002

Côte d’Ivoire 22.9 19.6

Equatorial Guinea 13.3 —

Eritrea — —

Ethiopia — —

Gabon 43.2 —

Gambia 24.0 —

Ghana 56.6 —

Guinea 30.1 —

Guinea-Bissau 10.5 —

Kenya 21.4 37.6

Lesotho 40.4 —

Liberia 28.3 —

Madagascar 26.0 —

Malawi 10.5 12.2

Mali 35.6 —

Mauritania 43.3 —

Mauritius 36.7 38.2

Mozambique 15.2 —

Namibia 39.1 50.0

Niger — —

Nigeria 36.4 —

Rwanda 16.7 —

São Tomé and Principe — —

Senegal 28.1 —

Seychelles — —

Sierra Leone 32.1 —

Somalia 27.6 —

South Africa — —

Swaziland 36.8 29.3

Tanzania, United Rep. 33.1 —

Togo 46.6 —

Uganda 43.2 —

Zambia 36.1 —

Zimbabwe 15.4 20.6
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Table A4.1
Share of women in 

local decisionmaking 
bodies, latest 
available data

Percent

 
Source: United Cities and 
Local Governments 2004.

Region and country Female share of mayors Female share of councilors

World (59 countries) 4.5 15

Europe 21

Andorra

Austria 13

Belgium 22

Denmark 28

Finland 31

France 22

Germany 24

Greece 4

Ireland 15

Italy 18

Luxembourg 12

Netherlands 22

Portugal 12

Sweden 42

United Kingdom 27

East Asia and the Pacific 10.3 18.1

Australia 15 26

Bangladesh 25

India 38

Japan 5

Malaysia 1 9

Nepal 19

New Zealand 26 32

Pakistan 1 25

Philippines 18 14

Sri Lanka 2

Thailand 1 6

Viet Nam 16

Central America 8.1 30

Costa Rica 9 73

Dominican Republic 7 28
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Table A4.1
Share of women in 

local decisionmaking 
bodies, latest 
available data

(continued)

Region and country Female share of mayors Female share of councilors

El Salvador 7 25

Guatemala 2 25

Honduras 10 22

Mexico 4 16

Nicaragua 10 34

Panama 16 13

South America 6.2 27.9 

Argentina 7

Bolivia 11 34

Brazil 5 12

Chile 13 48

Colombia 3 30

Ecuador 3 25

Paraguay 5 19

Peru 3 25

Venezuela 6 30

Middle East and Mediterranean 1.3 6.6

Bahrain

Egypt, Arab Rep. 2

Iran, Islamic Rep. 1

Jordan 1 19

Lebanon 2

Morocco 1

Palestine

Syria 7

Tunisia 2 20

Turkey 1 1

United Arab Emirates

Africa 9.3 30.7 

Ghana 11 30

Seychelles

South Africa 15 29

Uganda 2 33
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Table A4.2
Countries with gender 
quotas or reservations 

in legislative bodies, 
latest available data

 
a. Information on the number of 

reserved seats was not available.
b. Kosovo is a province 

of Serbia administered by 
the United Nations.

c. Twenty percent of seats 
in the lower house of 

congress are reserved for 
“marginalized sectors” of 
society, including women. 

Source: Htun 2003b; 
International IDEA and 

Stockholm University 2004.

Country Policy

Afghanistan Reserved seats, 25.6% of lower house, 17% of upper house 

Argentina 30% of candidates

Armenia 5% of party lists for proportional representation elections

Bangladesh 13% of seats at national level, reserved seats at local levela

Belgium 1/3 of candidates

Bolivia 35% of candidates for Chamber; 30% for Senate

Bosnia and Herzegovina 1/3 of candidates

Brazil 30% of candidates

China Around 30% seats reserved 

Costa Rica 40% of candidates

Djibouti 10% of parliamentary seats reserved

Dominican Republic 33% of candidates

Ecuador 30% of candidates for Chamber of Deputies

France 50% of candidates

Guyana 33% of candidates

Indonesia 30% of candidates

Kenya 6 of 12 parliamentary seats nominated by president

Kosovob 33% of candidates

Macedonia 30% of candidates

Mexico 30% of candidates

Morocco 30 of 325 parliamentary seats reserved

Nepal 5% of candidates for lower house; 20% of local seats reserved

Korea, DPR 20% of parliamentary seats reserved

Pakistan 17% of seats reserved in national assembly; 33% at local level

Panama 30% of candidates for Chamber of Deputies

Paraguay 20% of candidates

Peru 30% of candidates

Philippines Some parliamentary seats reservedc; 1 seat reserved per council

Rwanda 24 lower house seats and 30% of senate seats

Serbia and Montenegro 30% of candidates in Serbia

Sudan 10% of national assembly seats reserved

Taiwan Province of China 10% of legislative seats reserved at all levels

Tanzania 15% of parliamentary seats reserved; 25% of local councils

Uganda 56 parliamentary seats reserved; 33% of local councils

Local level only

Greece 33% of candidates

India 33% of seats reserved

Namibia 33% of candidates
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Table A4.3
Results of quotas in 

legislative bodies, 
latest available data

Percent
 

Note: All percentages 
have been rounded off.

Source: Htun 2003; IPU 
2004; International IDEA and 

Stockholm University 2004.

Country
Size of quota or 

reservation

Share of women 
in lower house or 

unicameral chamber
Share of women 
in upper house

Argentina 30 31 33

Armenia 5 5

Bangladesh 13 2

Belgium 33 35 33

Bolivia 35/30 19 15

Bosnia and Herzegovina 33 17 0

Brazil 30 9 12

China around 30 20

Costa Rica 40 35

Djibouti 10 11

Dominican Republic 33 17 6

Ecuador 30 16

France 50 12 11

Guyana 33 20

Indonesia 30 8

Kenya 3 7

Korea, DPR 20 20

Kosovo 33 28

Macedonia 30 23

Mexico 30 16 19

Morocco 10 11 1 woman of 270

Nepal 5 6 8

Pakistan 17 22 18

Panama 30 10

Paraguay 20 10 9

Peru 30 18

Philippines some 18 13

Rwanda 24 seats and 30 49 30

Serbia and Montenegro 30

Sudan 10 10

Taiwan Province of China 10 22

Tanzania 15 21

Uganda 18 25
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Table A4.4
Share of women-held 

seats in national 
parliaments, 

1990 and 2003
Percent

 
Source: IPU 2004.

Region and country 1990 2003

Developed countries

Australia 6.1 27.1

Austria 11.5 27.5

Belgium 8.5 33.2

Canada 13.3 26.5

Denmark 30.7 38.0

Finland 31.5 37.5

France 6.9 11.6

Germany 15.4 28.4

Greece 6.7

Iceland 20.6 30.2

Ireland 7.8 15.0

Italy 12.9 9.8

Japan 1.4 11.3

Luxembourg 13.3 16.7

Netherlands 21.3 34.4

New Zealand 14.4 28.3

Norway 35.8 36.4

Portugal 7.6 19.1

Spain 14.6 29.6

Sweden 38.4 45.3

Switzerland 14.0 24.5

United Kingdom 6.3 17.3

United States 6.6 13.6

East Asia and the Pacific

Brunei Darussalam

Cambodia 11.5

China 21.3 20.2

Fiji 6.0

Hong Kong, China

Indonesia 12.4 8.0

Kiribati 0.0 4.8

Korea, DPR 21.1

Korea, Rep. 2.0 5.5

Lao, PDR 6.3 22.9

Malaysia 5.1

Marshall Islands 3.0

Micronesia, Fed. States 0.0

Mongolia 24.9 10.5

Myanmar

Nauru 5.6 0.0

Palau 0.0

Papua New Guinea 0.0 0.9

Philippines 9.1 15.2

Samoa 0.0 6.1

Singapore 4.9 16.0

Solomon Islands 0.0 0.0

Thailand 2.8 9.9

Timor-Leste

Tonga 0.0 0.0

Tuvalu 7.7 0.0

Vanuatu 4.3 1.9

Viet Nam 17.7 27.3
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Table A4.4
Share of women-held 

seats in national 
parliaments, 

1990 and 2003
(continued)

Region and country 1990 2003

Europe and Central Asia

Albania 28.8 5.7

Armenia 35.6 4.6

Azerbaijan 10.5

Belarus 20.7

Bosnia and Herzegovina 8.4

Bulgaria 21.0 26.2

Croatia 17.8

Cyprus 1.8 10.7

Czech Republic 14.7

Estonia 18.8

Georgia

Hungary 20.7 9.8

Kazakhstan 7.8

Kyrgyzstan 6.1

Latvia 21.0

Lithuania 10.6

Macedonia, TFYR 18.3

Moldova 12.9

Poland 13.5 21.6

Romania 34.4 8.2

Russian Federation 6.6

Serbia 7.9

Slovakia 19.3

Slovenia 12.2

Tajikistan 12.3

Turkey 1.3 4.4

Turkmenistan 26.0 26.0

Ukraine 5.3

Uzbekistan 7.2

Latin America and the Caribbean

Antigua and Barbuda 0.0 8.6

Argentina 6.3 32.0

Bahamas 4.1 31.9

Barbados 3.7 18.6

Belize 0.0 13.2

Bolivia 9.2 16.7

Brazil 5.3 10.5

Chile 8.3

Colombia 4.5 10.4

Costa Rica 10.5 35.1

Cuba 33.9 36.0

Dominica 10.0 18.8

Dominican Republic 7.5 11.8

Ecuador 4.5 16.0

El Salvador 11.7 10.7

Grenada 28.8

Guatemala 7.0 8.2

Guyana 36.9 20.0

Haiti 14.8

Honduras 10.2 5.5

Jamaica 5.0 15.4
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Table A4.4
Share of women-held 

seats in national 
parliaments, 

1990 and 2003
(continued)

Region and country 1990 2003

Mexico 12.0 19.1

Nicaragua 14.8 20.7

Panama 7.5 9.9

Paraguay 5.6 9.5

Peru 5.6 18.3

St. Kitts and Nevis 6.7 13.3

St. Lucia 0.0 23.8

St. Vincent and the Grenadines 9.5 22.7

Suriname 7.8 17.6

Trinidad and Tobago 16.7 25.9

Uruguay 6.1 10.9

Venezuela 10.0 9.7

Middle East and North Africa

Algeria 2.4 6.2

Bahrain 7.5

Djibouti 0.0 10.8

Egypt, Arab Rep. 3.9 4.1

Iraq 10.8

Israel 6.7 15.0

Jordan 0.0 9.1

Kuwait 0.0

Lebanon 0.0 2.3

Libyan Arab Jamahiriya

Morocco 0.0 10.8

Oman

Palestinian Autonomous Territories

Qatar

Saudi Arabia 0.0

Sudan 9.7

Syrian Arab Republic 9.2 12.0

Tunisia 4.3 11.5

United Arab Emirates 0.0 0.0

Yemen 4.1 0.3

South Asia

Afghanistan 3.7

Bangladesh 10.3 2.0

Bhutan 2.0 9.3

India 5.0 9.6

Iran, Islamic Rep. 1.5

Maldives 6.3 6.0

Nepal 6.1 7.1

Pakistan 10.1 19.8

Sri Lanka 4.9 4.4

Sub-Saharan Africa

Angola 14.5 15.5

Benin 2.9 7.2

Botswana 5.0 17.0

Burkina Faso 11.7

Burundi 18.7

Cameroon 14.4 8.9

Cape Verde 12.0 11.1

Central African Republic 3.8

Chad 5.8
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Table A4.4
Share of women-held 

seats in national 
parliaments, 

1990 and 2003
(continued)

Region and country 1990 2003

Comoros 0.0

Congo, Dem. Rep. 5.4 7.3

Congo, Rep. 14.3 11.8

Côte d’Ivoire 5.7 8.5

Equatorial Guinea 13.3 5.0

Eritrea 22.0

Ethiopia 8.0

Gabon 13.3 11.2

Gambia 7.8 13.2

Ghana 9.0

Guinea 19.3

Guinea-Bissau 20.0

Kenya 1.1 7.1

Lesotho 24.1

Liberia

Madagascar 6.5 7.4

Malawi 9.8 9.3

Mali 10.2

Mauritania 4.6

Mauritius 7.1 5.7

Mozambique 15.7 30.0

Namibia 6.9 17.1

Niger 5.4 1.2

Nigeria 4.5

Rwanda 17.1 39.4

São Tomé and Principe 11.8 9.1

Senegal 12.5 19.2

Seychelles 16.0 29.4

Sierra Leone 14.5

Somalia 4.0

South Africa 2.8 30.7

Swaziland 3.6 20.4

Tanzania 21.4

Togo 5.2 7.4

Uganda 12.2 24.7

Zambia 6.6 12.0

Zimbabwe 11.0 10.0
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Table A5.1
Share of women in 

employment by type

a. No further subdivision, as 
most agricultural employment is 

self-employment and informal.
b. Current Goal indicator.

c. Employees holding 
informal jobs in formal 

sector enterprises, informal 
sector enterprises, or as 

paid domestic workers 
employed by households. 

Direct measurement (through 
Labor Force Survey data) or 

use of residual method.
d. Own-account workers, 
employers, contributing 

family workers, and where 
relevant members of 

producer cooperatives.
e. Contributing family 

workers and informal sector 
entrepreneurs (including 

members of informal producer 
cooperatives). Data on informal 
sector entrepreneurs currently 
not available for all countries. 

Missing data may be estimated 
using the share of informal 

sector entrepreneurs in total 
nonagricultural self-employment 

(own-account workers, 
employers, members of producer 

cooperatives) of countries in 
the same region or subregion.

 
Source: ILO 2004c.

Employment by type Women as share of total employment (percent)

Total employment (all types) X

1. Agricultural employmenta X

2. Nonagricultural wage employmentb X

2.1 Informal wage employmentc X

3. Nonagricultural self-employmentd X

3.1 Informal self-employmente X
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The UN Millennium Project Task Force on Education and Gender Equality 
has written interim reports on achieving the Millennium Development Goals 
of universal primary education and gender equality and women’s empower-
ment.1 From June 14 to July 5, 2004, an electronic forum was created to dis-
cuss and provide feedback on the interim gender equality report. 

ActionAid International partnered with the Commonwealth Education 
Fund, the Global Campaign on Education, and One World South Asia to 
launch the e-discussion.2 As the lead partner, ActionAid International hired 
a moderator for the discussion and provided managerial support. The Com-
monwealth Education Fund provided managerial support and reached out to 
its large constituency of staff worldwide. One World South Asia provided the 
discussion platform, training for the moderator, and technical support for the 
website. 

The moderator began the online dialogue each week by launching dis-
cussion questions on specific sections of the report. A one-page summary of 
the report was provided for the discussion group, and participants were also 
encouraged to read the executive summary and full report. Reactions to the 
overall framing of the gender equality Goal were collected in the first week of 
the e-dialogue. Discussions in the second week focused on the six strategic pri-
orities outlined in the report. The third and final week focused on the “making 
it work” section. 

Response volume and participant profiles 
The discussion group attracted more than 1,200 participants, although not all 
contributed to the e-discussion. Response volume was “manageable” in that 
the group was not flooded with responses, and, for the most part, what was 
received was valuable. The discussion took about a week to gain momentum 
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(only eight responses were received in the first week), but once it did, the dis-
cussion averaged five responses a day. 

Response volume
A total of 1,538 people were subscribed to the discussion group at the begin-
ning of the dialogue. On July 5, at the end of the three-week discussion, 1,272 
members belonged to the group. The decrease is primarily the result of incor-
rect email addresses, although 33 people unsubscribed. 

Approximately 1,100 subscribers were members of the Education 
Rights2Realities discussion group hosted by Global Campaign on Education 
over the past year. Some 538 new names were automatically subscribed from 
the list compiled by ActionAid International and Commonwealth Education 
Secretariat. An additional 261 people voluntarily subscribed to the group. 

Participant profiles
There were 69 responses from 25 different countries over the three-week 
period. Accounting for multiple messages sent by any one participant, a total 
of 47 people participated—28 women and 19 men. They represented interna-
tional NGOs, local civil society organizations, academia, and donor agencies. 
A regional breakdown of the 47 responses is provided below:

• Europe (Italy, Netherlands, Romania, Sweden, United Kingdom).
• Asia (Cambodia, India, Nepal, Pakistan, Philippines).
• Latin America (Argentina).
• Africa (Ghana, Kenya, Liberia, Malawi, Nigeria, Senegal, South Africa, 

Tanzania, Togo, Uganda, Zambia). 
• Middle East (Yemen).
• North America (Canada, United States).

Week 1: opening the forum for discussion
This first week of the dialogue was intentionally left “unstructured” to monitor 
the areas participants felt were important to discuss. A few questions on how 
the report was framed as a whole were asked in order to catalyze discussions:

• Do you agree with the interpretation of the goals in the Millennium 
Development Goals report?

• Does the report miss the opportunity to highlight a failure and demand 
more immediate action to achieve the education target by 2005? 

• Will this report succeed in galvanizing action on this Goal? 
• What relevance do these goals have to your work?
Comments here related to the need to approach strategies from a gendered 

lens, transforming schools to be centers of learning, the report’s capacity to 
pressure the international community on the unmet Millennium Development 
Target of gender parity in primary and secondary schools by 2005, recom-
mendations for developing indicators to measure progress, and discussion on 
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caveats to be considered when observing that a country is “making progress” 
toward a target or goal. 

Preserving the gendered lens 
Participants reminded the task force to stay true to gendered strategies (not 
just those focused on girls and women). As one participant pointed out, the 
strategic priorities target only women’s groups. The interim report states, “The 
spirit of the goal—gender equality and the empowerment of women—requires 
fundamental transformation in opportunities and outcomes for both men and 
women” (p. 2). Understanding the influence men have over women’s lives, and 
how they together can successfully negotiate better living situations for all, is 
an essential step toward gender equality. Issues of power must be clearly rec-
ognized in the report because in many cases, education, sexual, and economic 
initiatives that empower women to act independently are construed as taking 
power away from men. This perspective undermines progress achieved on gen-
der equality. It was suggested that gender analyses take place in tandem with 
age- and area-specific analyses. 

A gender lens also means looking at the disparities between boys’ and girls’ 
educational achievement. The report should therefore focus on regional spe-
cific trends in girls’ and boys’ educational rates. More research needs to be 
undertaken on the increasing trend of men and boys falling behind in educa-
tion in some regions of the world, such as Latin America. Some participants 
noted that documentation indicates that the causes are linked to the structure 
and demands of the labor market as shaped by the globalized neoliberal econ-
omy, as well as in the interrelated changes in family composition and gender 
roles. This research shows that it may not be that the world’s education systems 
have improved and gender inequalities have decreased, but rather that current 
problems such as conflict, HIV/AIDS, and poverty are skewing educational 
achievements for both sexes. 

Transforming schools
There is a strong underlying assumption in the report that schools are posi-
tive environments. There is not enough about the potentially negative experi-
ence of schools—about violence and discrimination against girls in schools. 
More analysis on how schools can be transformational rather than reproducing 
prejudice and discrimination needs to be undertaken. How can schools be a 
microcosm of the society we want to create? Offering subjects of relevance to 
a community can increase girls’ participation rates in school (box A6.1). If 
schools can be made into transformational environments, then they can play a 
more profound role in achieving gender equality. 

Participants also expressed concern that the report downplays the impor-
tance of education (of high quality) in empowering girls and women. In fact, 
the majority of responses received during the three-week dialogue pertained to 
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the way education was framed in the report. These responses will be detailed 
in the discussion’s second week summary below. However, it should be noted 
that the volume and diversity of responses on education indicate that the report 
should more forcefully credit the role of education in empowering women and 
attaining gender equality.

Paying due attention to the Millennium Development Target of 
achieving gender parity in primary and secondary schools by 2005
Participants expressed the need to give substantial dedicated attention to the 
failure of so many countries to achieve this target. This is the only target set 
for 2005. Its failure could threaten the value of the other Goals. This report 
should be the one that builds a sense of urgency around this failure and should 
propose very real steps that will help ensure that this target is met. Participants 
also called on governments and donor agencies to keep their promises to ensure 
that primary education is free and compulsory. Some even suggested that edu-
cation up to grade 12 should be free and compulsory.

The report’s comprehensive review of the progress of the target in Goal 3 
shows that “few countries will achieve a ratio of 1.0—or gender parity—either 
by 2005 or 2015. Many countries that are on track to meet the target will 
do so in ways that are not empowering to girls because they will not increase 
overall female enrollment rates.” The report should better document the rea-
sons that this target has failed. Comprehensively reviewing initiatives that have 
led to progress in some countries and the strategies that have failed would be 
very instructive. Illustration of radical actions required to achieving the target 
would be the next step. In short, the report has the potential to make a real 
difference—but fails to do so in its present form. 

The following response summarizes the participant’s recommendations: 

The report should be re-balanced to have at least half of it linked 
strongly to the education target that is being missed and the other half 
opening up the agenda. The heart of the report must take clear and 
focused positions on what the global community should do to achieve 
gender equality in primary and secondary education. This is a unique 

Box A6.1
The All China 

Women’s 
Federation makes 

education relevant 
to learners

 
Source: L. Wright, 

United States.

Schools often serve as sites for the socialization of gender roles that contribute to inequal-

ity. Education needs to be relevant to its learners. The All China Women’s Federation 

achieved high rates for rural girls in school by incorporating traditional classroom learn-

ing with skills for growing crops. Because agricultural skills are valued in the community, 

schooling became seen as an important resource, and women’s status in the community 

was elevated. The positive influence of women teachers on girls’ education was also cited, 

and appropriate support to recruit, train and support women entering the teaching force 

was suggested.
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political opportunity for us to demand action now (and particularly at 
the United Nations Heads of State Summit in Autumn 2005). Whilst 
action on this target alone will not change everything we could at least 
galvanize real global action on it—and this would be a great first step.

—D. Archer, United Kingdom.

Developing better indicators
The task force’s proposal of expanding the indicators measuring educational 
attainment (by including completion rates) is noteworthy, as are the additional 
three indicators to measure women’s empowerment and gender equality. Par-
ticipants suggested the need for more instruments to monitor and evaluate the 
impact of international policy rhetoric at the village and NGO levels, the qual-
ity of development programs, and transparency and accountability at all levels. 
Participants suggested some tools that might be useful to this end, such as the 
recently developed gender empowerment measure in education.3 

Another resource is a “scorecard” ranking the progress of Commonwealth 
countries in Africa on girls’ education initiatives. Case studies on Kenya, 
South Africa, and Uganda illustrate how NGO coalitions, governments, and 
international agencies can develop a shared understanding of accountability 
and approach the task of assessing progress toward reaching the Goal.4 The 
scorecard looks at access and retention in broader ways than the other existing 
measures. It looks at not only the number of girls who attend and remain in 
primary school but also whether those girls are able to translate that attendance 
and retention into future schooling at a secondary level and have healthy lives 
where they earn a reasonable income.

The report’s overview of the nuanced differences between gender parity and 
gender equality was appreciated. Participants agreed that the target of the Mil-
lennium Development Goal should be interpreted through equality benchmarks, 
especially since achieving gender parity does not automatically translate to sub-
stantive positive change in girls’ and young women’s status and life options. In 
the Philippines, for example, it was pointed out that although national aggre-
gated statistics show a near parity between girls’ and boys’ access to education, 
this has not led to a marked improvement in gender equality in society.

Lastly, one participant noted that gender inequality and poverty are com-
plex phenomena. “We are obsessed with maintaining a narrow goal with narrow 
indicators because we assume that donor funds will not be increased to the level 
required to achieve the wider agenda. However it is the wider agenda that cor-
rectly addresses the complexity of poverty, which should be our framework for 
action. This wider agenda is not new as it has been set by numerous covenants, 
conferences, and programs of action (such as the 1994 International Conference 
on Population and Development Programme of Action, a 20-year program, 
covers many of the points we are discussing)” (M. Blackett, Uganda).
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Defining “progress”
Participants reminded the task force that the devil is in the details, and aggre-
gate figures mask vast regional and socioeconomic disparities. Progress has not 
been universal. Even in countries where there have been advances, pockets of 
poverty and inequality continue to exist and even widen. 

While there has been progress in literacy levels and primary school enroll-
ment in the past decade, aggregate figures hide low educational achievement in 
rural hamlets and urban slums. In addition, access and quality issues become 
far more pronounced as one goes down the social and economic pyramid. 
According to a report by one of the participants that was shared in the discus-
sion, there are wide discrepancies between the percentage of boys and girls 
completing primary school in India. According to data, all enrolled children in 
Kerala and 82 percent in Maharashtra completed primary school, as compared 
to 28 percent in Bihar and 26 percent in West Bengal. For girls, socially dis-
advantaged groups, and those in rural areas, completion rates are even lower. 
Educational statistics further reveal that 59 million children in the 6–14 age 
group are still out of school, of whom 35 million, or 59 percent, are girls (V. 
Ramachandran, India).5 

In countries and regions where progress on the target for Goal 3 was 
achieved, participants still cautioned that “access should be accompanied with 
quality because quality is the essence of equity” (V. Ramachandran, India). 
When the quality of education and the schooling experience remains trouble-
some and alarming (sexual violence against girls in Zambia), it is difficult to 
conclude that progress has been made. Drastic changes must take place to 
ensure children acquire reading, writing, and cognitive skills appropriate for 
each level of education. This necessitates a multipronged approach of changing 
curriculum, classroom teaching practices, teacher training, classroom environ-
ment, teacher attitudes, and school-community linkages. 

Week 2: the task force’s strategic priorities to achieve gender equality 
and women’s empowerment
The report outlines six essential strategies for empowering women and meeting 
the gender equality Goal: 

• Improving secondary education.
• Ensuring adequate reproductive health information and services.
• Investing in infrastructure designed to reduce women’s and girls’ time 

burdens.
• Guaranteeing inheritance and property rights for women.
• Adopting gender quotas and reservations to increase women’s political 

participation.
• Combating violence against women. 
Although comments on all six actions were welcomed, the task force 

expressed the desire for feedback and project examples on secondary education, 
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investment in infrastructure designed to reduce time burden, and adoption of 
gender quotas and reservations for women’s political participation. The discus-
sion questions were framed around this request: 

• Are the six strategic priorities outlined in the report the best way to 
achieve gender equality and empower women? Do you have comments 
on these priorities or can you suggest other actions?

• In particular, which level of education is likely to have the greatest pay-
off for women’s empowerment: primary or secondary? What exactly do 
we mean by “the greatest payoff for women’s empowerment”?

• Is affirmative action the most effective route to increase women’s voices 
at the national and local levels? Do quotas and reservations address the 
fundamental issues that affect women and create the space necessary to 
look at the root causes of gender inequalities? 

• Investment in infrastructure designed to reduce girls and women’s time 
burden is good. But will this on its own lead to women’s greater decision-
making power and ability to negotiate their time and work burdens? 

• Does a decrease in women’s time burden necessarily lead to their 
increased participation in productive and fulfilling activities?

• Finally, please share examples from your projects that have contributed 
to empowering women and minimizing inequalities. Tell us about the 
successful strategies and obstacles! 

Overall, there was consensus on the need to expand the understanding 
of gender equality beyond the education sphere to other areas (reproductive 
health, a society free of violence, and the like) because achieving gender equal-
ity in these other realms empowers women and builds on the gains made 
through the Beijing Declaration and the Convention on the Elimination of All 
Forms of Discrimination Against Women processes. There was considerable 
debate about the task force’s emphasis on postprimary education for girls and 
the effectiveness of quotas for women’s political participation.

Strategic priority 1: strengthen opportunities for secondary education 
for girls and eliminate gender gaps at that level
Don’t downplay the importance of primary education and the missed 2005 gen-
der parity target. Some participants urged the task force not to overlook the 
importance of primary education. “By shifting the agenda upward to secondary 
schooling and outwards to other gender equality issues, we risk losing or over-
stretching the powerful consensus that underpins the [Millennium Develop-
ment Goals]” (D. Archer, United Kingdom). For example, in the Brong Ahafo 
Region in Ghana, enrollment rates decrease as children progress through the 
basic education cycle. In 1998/99 the dropout rate in class 2 was 20 percent. For 
grade 6 this figure climbed to 30.1 percent for boys and 36.5 percent for girls (J. 
Adu-Gyamfi, Ghana). The conflict-riddled northern region of Uganda provides 
another example where achieving gender parity in primary schooling is still a 
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dream. “Shifting goals [targets] to secondary education would not make any 
sense to the nation or even to the girls themselves” (T. Muzoora, Uganda).

Participants applauded the task force for highlighting that the current 
returns to primary schooling at present are low. However, they asked that the 
report better document why more progress had not been achieved. Now is the 
time to overhaul or fundamentally reform primary schools. 

The merits of secondary education. Participants agreed that children who fin-
ish primary school are better able to analyze problems and have more skills to 
obtain better jobs than those who have dropped out. There is little disagree-
ment over the benefits of secondary education. Some participants even wel-
comed the task force’s emphasis on post-primary education, citing that where 
they live (Latin America, areas in India and Cambodia, nomadic pastoral soci-
eties in Nigeria and Nepal), children need to have increased access to second-
ary education. In Cambodia, a dormitory for girls helps ensure their transfer 
from primary to lower secondary school (T. Seanlay, Cambodia). It was also 
pointed out that in some countries, such as India, investment in secondary 
education is higher than investments in primary education.

Interventions needed to improve enrollment and retention at primary and 
secondary levels are very different, as children and parents have different con-
straints and concerns at these stages. The reasons for girls’ failure to attend 
school at the primary level, such as tending to household chores, could be very 
different from the reasons they do not advance to secondary school, such as 
early marriage and pregnancy (box A6.2). 

Strategic priority 3: invest in gender-responsive infrastructure to reduce 
girls’ and women’s time poverty
Participants agreed with the need to invest in gender-responsive infrastructure 
to reduce women’s and girls’ poverty. The discussion, however, was brought 
back to the earlier point of gender equality. Investment in infrastructure alone 

Box A6.2
Botswana’s 

Diphalana 
initiative for 

keeping pregnant 
girls in school

 
Source: C. Challendar, 

United Kingdom.

The Diphalana initiative in Botswana is an example of how concerns across a range of 

social sectors—health, education and social welfare—can be integrated to provide an 

imaginative response to the issue of schoolgirl pregnancy. Pregnant schoolgirls at Peke-

nene School are allowed to return to school after giving birth, for as long as they wish (pre-

viously Botswanan law only allowed re-entry in certain circumstances, and girls had to wait 

a year). During maternity leave, schoolwork and other resources are sent to girls’ homes, 

and the school has developed a curriculum with some distance education modules that 

can be followed at this time. When girls are certified fit to return to school by a doctor, they 

return with their babies. The school has crèche facilities, which can take babies as young 

as four months, and nappies and milk are provided. At break and lunchtimes the young 

mothers breastfeed their children. The Diphalana project requires that the father, if he is 

at school, share the responsibility of looking after the baby at break and lunch times.
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does not lower women’s time burden. Many other factors have to be favorable 
in order for women to access to resources and decisionmaking power.

For example, if appropriate infrastructure to reduce girls and women’s time 
burden were to exist, would it necessarily enable them to engage in productive 
activities? Unless we address the root cause of gender inequality and powerless-
ness, which in most places is socially constructed, then investment in infra-
structure will only uphold the status quo (C. Anywanyu, United Kingdom). 

Strategic priority 5: increase women’s representation in political bodies
While participants agree with reserving quotas for women in local management 
committees and governance structures at all levels, they recognize that these 
measures don’t guarantee choice and control over decisionmaking processes. 
Nor do quotas provide the space to discuss the root causes of gender inequality, 
especially from the perspective of poor women. Participants noted that there 
are numerous examples of how women’s participation has been symbolic more 
than meaningful. Reserving seats for women in school management commit-
tees, parent-teacher associations, and the like is now a common practice. How-
ever, women rarely participate in decisionmaking and their contribution (often 
cooking for meetings) is not remunerated. Other projects intentionally exclude 
women if they are not perceived to be proficient on the subject matter. 

Participants urged the task force to provide examples of how greater par-
ticipation of women in leadership roles can enable them to access information 
and take part in decisionmaking. Quotas and reservations are not an effective 
strategy unless women are well recognized and are involved in major decision-
making processes. In short, quotas and reservations are a first step. The next 
step is to support women and men to make the most of these opportunities. 
Giving women choice in what to participate in is also very important. 

Other suggested priorities
Participants recommended three additional priorities to include in the report: 
adult education, HIV/AIDS, and nonformal education. 

Adult education. The link between women’s educational achievement and girls’ 
enrollment and completion has been well documented. In rural Yemen, for 
example, increased community demand for women’s and adolescent’s educa-
tion occurred after some adult women in the community learned to read and 
write (N. Adra, Yemen). Social change and increase in girls’ enrollment and 
community engagement is more likely to occur when women are given a voice. 
The report should support adult literacy programs for women and girls who 
have dropped out of school. Examples from ActionAid International’s Reflect 
program and the Forum for African Women’s Educationalists adult literacy 
initiative illustrate the importance of a well designed, intensive, and long-term 
initiative as opposed to short-term, project-linked literacy courses.
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Participants were surprised about the absence of women’s literacy or educa-
tion in the report, especially since adult education is an essential component 
to women’s empowerment. This could be tied to many of the issues raised 
in this report—a way of developing an integrated response to address aware-
ness of rights, legal literacy, sexual and reproductive health, confidence, and 
so on. How else are we to achieve the transformation we desire if not by giv-
ing women themselves time and space to do their own analysis of issues and 
strengthen their communication skills? One suggestion was to include this as 
a central thread to the report.

Nonformal learning for girls and boys. Alternative approaches to provide lifelong 
learning opportunities for children and adults who have dropped out are incred-
ibly important, especially given the large number of people who do not complete 
primary school, much less advancing to secondary. Rather than confine educa-
tion within school walls, nonformal education will become more and more nec-
essary if we are to reach the marginalized and achieve education for all. Pakistan, 
where the dropout rate for children is nearly 45 percent, is just one case in point. 
A large number of these children rely on nonformal education to gain a second 
chance to return to the educational system (S. Rahman, Pakistan). 

Impact of HIV/AIDS on gender equality and women’s empowerment. HIV/AIDS 
affects all areas of development and life. With infection and deaths increasing 
at alarming rates, understanding the impact of HIV/AIDS on gender equality 
and women’s empowerment has to be a central strategy in achieving gender 
equality and women’s empowerment (box A6.3).

Other strategies
Additional strategies suggested by participants include the following:

• Expand community-based preschools to promote girls’ enrollment in 
grade 1.

Box A6.3
Zambian girls defy 
traditional barriers 

to stay in school

Source: P. Merckx, 
Belgium.

Zambia has the highest proportion of orphans in Southern Africa. One in five mothers is HIV-

positive in Zambia. At least one third of all children have lost a parent. A staggering half a 

million children have lost both parents to AIDS. Three-quarters of Zambian families are caring 

for at least one orphan. Under conditions where most of the people do not have enough to 

live on, many children go uncared for and live on the streets. Orphanages run by the churches 

and NGOs are unable to cope and many were soon living out on the streets again.

Girls drop out of school at higher rates, as they are the first to care for their family, 

cook, and care for younger siblings. Zambian girls are defying traditional barriers, teen-

age pregnancy, and the risk of HIV infection to go back to school to finish their education. 

When you combine the high teenage pregnancies and HIV-infection rates, as well as the 

girls’ fear of being sexually abused on their way to school or in school, you realize how 

great the odds are.
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• Conduct public awareness campaigns for parents to send girls to school.
• Reduce the distance to school.
• Abolish public school fees.
• Reform curriculum to eliminate gender bias.
• Expand nonformal education opportunities for women.
• Develop teaching and learning strategies to increase girls’ interest and 

performance in science and math, which are keys areas in fighting 
poverty.

• Pay more attention to the language of schooling, as indigenous and 
rural communities are often effectively excluded from the school sys-
tem due to language barriers. 

• Document the impact of conflict on education.
• Include other forms of violence, such as trafficking and exploitation of 

women. 
• Provide appropriate training for women workers with the support of 

employers and the government. 
• Encourage workers to form unions or associations.

Week 3: making it happen
In the final section of the report, the task force also recommends four key 
actions to achieve the six strategic priorities. Questions relating to these four 
actions were circulated to the discussion group:

• What can the international community do to make more rapid progress 
in achieving the 2005 gender parity target that will be missed? What 
kinds of efforts can be undertaken leading up to the G8 or UN Heads 
of State Summit that show that the international community is taking 
this target seriously? 

• What kinds of changes need to take place in institutional structures 
(and in which ones) in order for each of the six priorities to be addressed 
effectively?

• The e-discussion highlighted that many groups—men and boys, 
nomadic and pastoral communities—need to be engaged in the discus-
sion if transformation in gender relations is to take place. What success-
ful examples and lessons learned do you have from past international 
campaigns (Education For All, Global Campaign on Education) and 
actions on the ground to make gender equality a reality?

• Participants raised questions about the feasibility of implementing the 
six strategic priorities and accountability. How can civil society organi-
zations and communities take action and hold governments responsible 
for delivering on these? What kind of coordination needs to take place 
so international agencies feel the pressure to create systems and pro-
cesses to galvanize action?
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Involve civil society
Participants pointed out that NGOs, civil society organizations, and citizens 
are essential to reaching the Millennium Development Goals. They called for 
a global mobilization of civil society—poor people, women and girls, men and 
boys—to articulate the actions they think are necessary and feasible, and they 
called on governments, NGOs, and donor agencies to reject the strategies that 
do not serve the people. Worldwide mobilization for influencing policy and 
funding priorities at the upcoming G8 and UN Heads of State Summit should 
be undertaken immediately. 

Another reason for involving civil society is that sociocultural practices 
remain an obstacle for women’s empowerment and gender equality. While the 
example cited in the box above pertains to pastoralist societies, practices that 
undermine women’s advancement are found in all walks of life. 

Finally, participants highlighted that children should also be part of efforts 
to transform norms and influence policy. Initiatives such as the Girls’ Educa-
tion Movement in Africa involve girls as key actors in policy and program 
development on the issues that affect their education. Another youth-driven 
program in South Africa, the Gendering Adolescent AIDS Project, encourages 
and empowers young people to understand their own sexuality and to protect 
themselves against gender-based violence, HIV/AIDS, unwanted pregnancies, 
and sexually transmitted diseases (J. Kirk, Canada).

International commitment: the need for adequate financial and 
technical resources
The Millennium Development Goals can be valuable in that they represent a 
significant commitment from governments. But they also represent huge com-
promises in terms of who decides the target and funding priorities and what 
is feasible (especially politically) to expect from government leaders and UN 
agencies. To date, international commitments for increased resources for uni-
versal primary education (that is, Education For All and Fast Track Initiative) 
have not been met. The cumulative and interconnected nature of Goals 2 and 
3 present an opportunity to demand an increase of resources for education 
with a special focus on girls. The other concern is the effectiveness and man-
agement of resources to implement programs. Participants agreed that it is not 
only about how much money is allocated, but how it is spent and who decides 
how to spend it.

Achieving gender equality: modifying institutional structures
Meeting the gender equity goal requires organizations to look at the composi-
tion of their own staff. The overwhelmingly male and U.S.-driven composition 
of the task force’s co-coordinator group was highlighted. For example, there 
are 19 men and 7 women. The gender working group comprises three of these 
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women—hardly a gender balance without a man. To a certain extent, this 
imbalance questions the objectivity of the task force’s recommendations on 
gender equity.

At the same time, achieving changes at an institutional level does not neces-
sarily translate into changes in the household. “Primary and secondary school 
encompass a period of time that is the most hectic time for girls in rural Africa. 
Girls are learning how to prepare meals, look after siblings and participate in 
all other chores at home. When do they have time to concentrate on education? 
How can we influence such values and release young girls of social responsibili-
ties, or at least help them find a balance?” (D. Ruta, Uganda)

More work and time is also required to change people’s attitudes, behav-
iors, and knowledge on equity and equality, especially in the face of strong 
cultural and religious practices. In most developing countries, girls will need 
support and motivation from their families and communities to help them 
attend and remain in school. Traditional norms (girls made to remain at home 
and help with housework and farming and attend traditional schools to pre-
pare for marriage) and poverty (parents’ poor economic status resulting in the 
lack of interest) are key factors underlying gender disparity in education in 
the developing world. However, it was also pointed out that not all aspects of 
tradition are detrimental to women’s empowerment, and not all modernity is 
beneficial. A balance needs to be achieved.

Transforming gender relations: the role of women’s and grassroots 
organizations
Women’s organizations and movements contribute a great deal to achieving 
gender equality. These organizations can help define the type of education for 
girls that will best promote the broad empowerment of women. How can we 
connect women’s organizations with other organizations to meet empower-
ment and equality goals? 

Gender equality and empowerment, however, need the support of a wide 
array of organizations, and not only those that focus exclusively on women. 
Grassroots organizations in particular play an important role in transforming 
social norms. Appropriate financial and technical assistance should be pro-
vided for all organizations to constructively work on gender issues (G. Mitton, 
United States). This speaks to the earlier point on gender equality—men and 
boys need to be involved for a transformation in attitudes, norms, and behav-
iors to occur. Gender equality is not about women taking power away from 
men, but about women working alongside men in community development, 
and receiving their fair share of opportunities. 

Accountability mechanisms
The issue of accountability applies at various levels, from not having suffi-
cient legislation to support women’s access to and control over resources, to 
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delivering on policies. Leaders need to be accountable to citizens and not just 
the international community. Poor people and youth need to be mobilized to 
demand their rights and to question what resources are used and the allocation 
of donor monies. 

Finally, what happens when the Millennium Development target of gender 
parity is not met by 2005? Who is held accountable? The consequence will be 
felt most by uneducated children and their parents—but what happens to the 
government and donor agencies that do not deliver on their promise? 

Establish effective priorities. Participants pointed out the need to distinguish the 
immediate political opportunities presented by the Millennium Development 
target and the wider issue of how we might collectively work toward achieving 
gender equality and women’s empowerment. Participants reiterated that the 
report should focus on the missed target.

Although worthwhile, some participants wondered if the task force’s stra-
tegic priorities might negatively affect priority-setting. Is it possible that they 
might actually dilute priority-setting and not contribute to actual change? 
They cautioned that adding new strategic priorities may distract governments 
and donors, especially when these are more ambitious, complex, and expensive 
than the original targets that are neither being funded nor achieved. Next, 
how can actions whose priorities are set at international levels still address local 
needs (where the changes are likely to have the greatest impact)? 

Analysis and recommendations
The purpose of this analysis is to discuss the impact of the e-dialogue and the 
diversity of subject matters and to recommend priority areas of action for the 
task force based on the greatest number of responses received. 

Impact
As aforementioned, not all of the more than 1,200 subscribers to the e-discus-
sion actively participated. Many noted that when they were in agreement with 
responses already sent, they preferred not to send a duplicate message. Rather, 
they contributed when they held a different perspective. Many people also shared 
that although they had not participated, they keenly followed the dialogue and 
the outcomes would have an impact on their future policy and program formula-
tion. The small number of people who actually unsubscribed during the three 
weeks suggests that interest in the dialogue was high. Finally, this dialogue was 
organized in a relatively short period of time; more preparation time would have 
enhanced both the diversity and volume of responses.

Diversity of subjects discussed
The majority of responses focused on the report’s coverage of educational issues. 
However, in the second week’s debate on strategic priorities, participants also 
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commented on gender-responsive infrastructure and quotas. This was primarily 
because discussion questions specifically focused on these issues (as requested 
by the International Center for Research on Women, questions on only three of 
the six matters were asked). One reason the dialogue favored education is that 
education specialists working on gender matters were more heavily represented 
on the list. Although the list of more than 300 names provided by the Interna-
tional Center for Research on Women was intended to balance this member-
ship, more than a third of the email addresses were incorrect, and the onus was 
on the potential participants to subscribe to the discussion. This list was sent 
to the moderator two days into the dialogue. Past experience shows that people 
are likely to join and stay engaged if involved at the beginning of the dialogue 
rather than asked to join once it has begun. Finally, the International Center for 
Research on Women was not able to advertise the dialogue on their web page, 
which could have been an ideal opportunity to attract participants. 

Recommendation 1: focus on why the target for Goal 3 has not been met, 
and galvanize action toward achieving the target by 2015
Participants requested that the task force call on the international community 
to redouble efforts to achieve the gender parity target by 2005 or as soon there-
after as possible. The report itself states that missing the target for Goal 3 is the 
first visible Millennium Development Goal failure. “But instead of serving as 
an opportunity to underscore the failures of the international community, 2005 
should be used to issue a clarion call for re-energizing efforts so that the second 
deadline for the target—2015—is honored” (UN Millennium Project 2004d). 

A strong report that exposes the failure to achieve this target and proposes 
radical action to achieve it (such as, a global movement to abolish all user fees 
in primary and secondary education) could make a real difference in ensuring 
the target is reached sooner rather than later. 

Recommendation 2: do not emphasize secondary education to the 
exclusion of primary
There is a debate about which level of education (primary or secondary) is 
most beneficial to girls and women. Participants overwhelmingly agreed that 
more education is better, and applauded the task force for widening the defi-
nition of empowerment to include education at all levels, in different situa-
tions (such as nonformal education), as well as recognizing the importance 
of quality, and not just access. But they also reminded the task force that 
most children (the majority of them girls) drop out during primary school, in 
which case the question of promotion to secondary school is irrelevant. The 
report’s “progress toward the goal” section clearly and comprehensively states 
this fact. This further confuses the reader—the facts say one thing, but the 
recommendation says another. As the above analysis explained, focus on get-
ting one thing right first. 
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Recommendation 3: transform schools and other institutions to be more 
gender-sensitive
The Millennium Development Target for 2005 will be missed. This signals 
that we cannot continue implementing development programs using the same 
strategies as we have in the past few decades. Substantial efforts must be under-
taken to challenge the status quo and overhaul the system, whether it be educa-
tion, health, or trade. Supporting dysfunctional systems is not effective; let’s 
change what doesn’t work.

Recommendation 4: recognize the impact of HIV/AIDS, conflict, and 
globalization on women’s empowerment—with strategies such as adult 
education and nonformal education 
A number of key priorities emerging from today’s global context have to be 
considered. Situations such as the increasing rate of HIV/AIDS infection and 
deaths, conflicts, and violence undermine development efforts, making it dif-
ficult to conduct “business as usual.” In addition, greater emphasis needs to be 
placed on the importance of a high quality education, the intergenerational link 
between women’s education (literacy) and children’s educational and health 
outcomes, and the need for alternative learning modalities for AIDS orphans, 
street children, dropouts, indigenous people, and other marginalized groups.

Recommendation 5: Clarify how the Millennium Development Goals 
support other UN-led policy initiatives and whether the Goals supersede 
previously agreed upon targets and policies
Discussants commented that the UN Millennium Project and corresponding 
development goals should be better linked to other UN-led initiatives, such as 
Education For All and the Fast Track Initiative. How does this report work in 
conjunction with Commission on the Status of Women and the recommenda-
tions issued from Beijing and the reviewing progress conferences? How can the 
task force ensure that efforts will not be duplicated?

Participants pointed out that the necessary frameworks, recommendations, 
and strategies are already there in detail. Concepts, ideas, and definitions were 
spelled out in Jomtien, Thailand, in 1990. The 2000 Dakar Framework for 
Action lays out concrete goals, strategies, and roles and responsibilities for gov-
ernments, donors, and civil society organizations. More strategies and roles can 
be found in the guidelines for poverty reduction strategy papers, in the Fast 
Track Initiative, and so on. 

Conclusions
The task force’s desire to collect civil society feedback on the report is encour-
aging. The goal of this consultation was to elicit perspectives from civil society 
organizations on the content of the report. For their part, civil society orga-
nizations engaged in a lively three-week debate over the report. What is not 
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clear is the extent to which key recommendations and other responses will be 
integrated into the final report. The potential of civil society influence on this 
report would have been greater if consultations had taken place earlier, when 
the report’s main tenets were being formulated and throughout the process of 
revisions. This is troubling not only because it questions the genuine space cre-
ated for participation, but also because participants challenged and disagreed 
with two of the report’s key strategic objectives. 

Albeit these limitations, there is space for the task force to integrate the 
main recommendations of this consultation as they undertake final revisions. 
Examples provided by participants could also substantiate, strengthen, and 
diversify those currently presented in the report. Finally, this summary could 
be attached as an appendix to the report. ActionAid International welcomes 
the task force’s feedback—both directly to the agency and for the e-discussion 
group—on how this kind of dialogue can be more influential and valuable to 
the UN Millennium Project. 

Finally, the unavailability of the task force papers in different languages 
limits regional representation. The executive summary of the report is available 
in Spanish, but there is no document in French or Portuguese. 

In order to make this consultation globally representative, ActionAid 
International facilitated a Spanish language consultation. The Regional Pro-
gram for Training in Gender and Public Policy in Argentina also moderated a 
Spanish-language discussion on the gender equality Millennium Development 
Goal in August. In addition, ActionAid International translated the executive 
summary of the task force report into French and launched a discussion in 
this language. Feedback from these two dialogues was forwarded to the task 
force.



Notes

Chapter 1
1. One hundred and seventy-eight states are parties to the convention, the most recent 

being Timor-Leste and the Syrian Arab Republic, in early 2003 (Hannan 2003a).
2. Other important conferences of the 1990s with a focus on gender equality include 

the World Conference on Human Rights in Vienna in 1993 and the World Summit on 
Social Development in Copenhagen in 1995.

3. At each of the major UN international conferences of the past two decades gov-
ernments agreed to a number of time-bound targets, with 1990 as the base year, to serve 
as benchmarks of progress (Grown, Rao Gupta, and Khan 2003). While most of these 
targets focus on education and health, the Beijing Platform for Action includes a target for 
increasing the representation of women in positions of power and decisionmaking. Targets 
for decreasing women’s poverty or increasing women’s economic equality are notable by 
their absence. Although poverty and women’s economic rights were key themes at both 
the Copenhagen and Beijing conferences, governments’ commitments to addressing these 
issues did not result.

4. This vision is similar to that put forth by Development Alternatives with Women 
for a New Era (DAWN) (Sen and Grown 1987, p. 80).

Chapter 2
1. The task force recognizes that there are cases where interventions must target boys, 

for example, in countries with reverse gender gaps in secondary education.

Chapter 3
1. The supply of teachers, even for primary education, depends on investments in 

secondary and tertiary education, and this is another reason for focusing on the education 
system.

2. This chapter draws from the companion report on achieving universal primary 
education, also prepared by the Task Force on Education and Gender Equality (UN Mil-
lennium Project 2005c).

3. Increases in women’s education are associated with declines in fertility around the 
globe. But how much education is needed for fertility to decline? A review of 59 studies 
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from many different countries found that the level of women’s education associated with a 
10 percent decline in the fertility rate varied with the degree of gender stratification (Jejeeb-
hoy 1996). In the most nonegalitarian settings (in Sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia), 
a 10 percent decline in fertility was attained only among women with some secondary 
education—or not at all—in 73 percent of the studies. In moderately egalitarian settings a 
10 percent decline was attained by women with some primary schooling in half the studies. 
And in the most egalitarian settings—in Latin America—a 10 percent decline was attained 
by women with some primary school in 57 percent of the studies.

4. For lower levels of education the existence of a positive effect varies by type of out-
come: primary education tends to affect the use of prenatal services more than the use of 
delivery or postnatal services (Elo 1992; Bhatia and Cleland 1995).

5. This confirms an earlier study in India which found that higher levels of education 
among women are associated with a lower lifetime incidence of violence against women 
(Duvvury and Allendorf 2001). 

6. Although researchers attempted to control for underlying differences between 
participants and nonparticipants, this remains a methodological challenge and should be 
taken into consideration in interpreting the results.

7. UNESCO (2004) puts the figure at 54 percent, while UNICEF (2003b) estimates 
it at 57 percent.

8. Convergence toward parity can be attained through several types of change: declines 
in male rates with female rates remaining constant, declines in both female and male rates 
with male rates declining faster, or increases in both female and male rates with female rates 
increasing faster. Parity is desirable only if it is attained through increases in female rates.

9. These countries are Botswana, Burkina Faso, Burundi, Cameroon, Central African 
Republic, Côte d’Ivoire, Eritrea, Ethiopia, Lesotho, Mozambique, Namibia, and Niger.

10. UNESCO defines the completion rate as “the total number of students success-
fully completing, or graduating from, the last year of school in a given year, expressed as 
a proportion of the total number of children of official graduation age in the population.” 
Since national-level completion or graduation data are hard to compile and are not suit-
able for cross-country comparisons, UNESCO uses as a proxy completion rate: first time 
enrollment to the final grade of a school cycle as a proportion of the total number of chil-
dren of official graduation age in the population. 

11. In a recent analysis of Demographic and Health Survey data from 24 Sub-Saharan 
African countries, Hewett and Lloyd (2004) provide a somewhat more optimistic esti-
mate than that based on the World Bank data used in this chapter. They note that girls’ 
primary completion rates have risen from 48 percent to 53 percent over the 1990s in these 
24 countries.

12. These countries are Cambodia, China, Lao PDR, Papua New Guinea, and Samoa; 
Bulgaria, Estonia, Kazakhstan, and Poland; Turkey; Guyana and Nicaragua; Djibouti, 
Iraq, and Israel; India; Benin, Burkina Faso, Chad, Côte d’Ivoire, Ethiopia, Lesotho, Mau-
ritius, Mozambique, Senegal, Togo, and Uganda. 

13. Lloyd and Hewett (2003) also note that gender inequalities in primary school 
completion are magnified among the poor. 

14. The reason for a female advantage in education among poorer households in these 
countries is unclear and could be a result of the underlying data collection methodology.

15. For a discussion of more equitable and efficient financing sources, see Sachs and 
others (2004).

Chapter 4
1. Reproductive health is a state of physical, mental, and social well-being in all mat-

ters relating to the reproductive system at all stages of life. Reproductive health implies 
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that people are able to have a satisfying and safe sex life and that they have the capability 
to reproduce and the freedom to decide if, when, and how often to do so. Implicit are the 
rights of men and women to be informed and to have access to safe, effective, affordable, 
and acceptable methods of family planning of their choice and the right to appropriate 
health-care services that enable women to safely go through pregnancy and childbirth 
(WHO 1998b). 

2. This section draws on Barroso and Girard (2003), a background paper commis-
sioned by the task force.

3. The definition of unmet need for contraception includes women at risk of preg-
nancy who do not want another child (limiting desires) or want to postpone their next 
birth at least two years (spacing desires) but who are not currently using a method of birth 
control. Data on unmet need for contraception are available through Demographic and 
Health Surveys conducted in a large number of developing countries by ORC-Macro.

4. The body mass index is calculated as weight in kilograms divided by squared height 
in meters.

5. DALYs represent the sum of two components: the cumulative number of years lost 
as a result of premature death and the cumulative number of healthy years of life lost to 
disability. They are further adjusted for age and stage of life in which the disease or dis-
ability emerges.

6. Interventions to improve nutrition go well beyond the health sector; these are discussed 
at length in the report of the Task Force on Hunger (UN Millennium Project 2005d).

Chapter 5
1. These women also spend somewhat more time engaged in housework and other 

miscellaneous activities. 
2. Ellis and Hine (1998) find that for journeys as long as 30 kilometers, transport 

charges are up to 2.5 times more expensive in Africa than in Asia.
3. When projects have addressed women’s needs, it has sometimes been for incorpo-

rating domestic water uses in the design of irrigation systems, most obviously for washing 
and bathing (Zwarteveen 1997). Although this recognition is important, planners have 
ignored women’s need for water for productive purposes. Zwarteeveen (1997), for instance, 
cites a 1990 study of an irrigation project in Burkina Faso where 3,00 women farmers, 
organized into groups of 40, received water rights in only 1 percent of the total command 
area.

4. Khandker, Lavy, and Filmer (1994) report that in the absence of a paved road, just 
21 percent of rural girls ever attended school, whereas 58 percent of rural boys do. With 
paved roads, enrollment rates would have increased to 48 percent for girls and 76 percent 
for boys.

Chapter 6
1. Productive assets refer to forms of property—land, house, livestock—that can be 

used to generate income and additional wealth.
2. See Tinker and Summerfield (1999) for additional information on the gender dis-

tribution of property rights in parts of China, Lao PDR, and Viet Nam.
3. Matrilineal inheritance can be found in northern and central Kerala, in south India 

and Meghalaya, in the northeast (Agarwal 1994, 1995), and in parts of Sri Lanka.
4. The Hindu Succession Act of 1956 made sons, daughters, and widows equal claim-

ants in a man’s separate property and in his share in the joint family property and gave 
women full control over the land they inherited. The Muslim Personal Law Shariat Appli-
cation Act of 1937 also enhanced Muslim women’s property rights compared with those 
prevailing under custom (Agarwal 2002).

Notes
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5. A condition of such ownership was that women would contribute labor to cocoa 
farming (Quisumbing, Estudillo, and Otsuka 2004).

6. Land tenure systems in Sub-Saharan Africa are too complex and diverse to sum-
marize here and are changing due to economic and social processes; see Lastarria-Cornhiel 
(1997) and Platteau (1997) for detailed treatment of the topic.

7. In countries like Ghana and South Africa there are concerns about the decision-
making power vested in “traditional” authorities and chiefs in rural local government, 
where “traditionalism” is deeply inimical to the interests of women and young men.

8. It is important to distinguish between formal market transactions, where titled 
land is bought and sold, and other kinds of informal transactions, including loans, leases, 
sharecropping contracts, and pledges, which form the bulk of land transfers (Whitehead 
and Tsikata 2003). 

9. However, land titling is feasible only when land rights are sufficiently individual-
ized and in areas of high market and property rights development. The privatization and 
individualization of land is hotly debated in many countries. Concerns have been raised 
about poor people who lose the security provided by customary tenure while being unable 
to complete the bureaucratic process of registration. In both urban and rural areas titling 
programs have seen tenants and other vulnerable land users displaced. 

10. Some argue for local-level customary institutions to allocate land and manage 
disputes; see Whitehead and Tsikata (2003) for a discussion of the debates in Sub-Saharan 
Africa.

11. Women in cohabiting or polygamous unions may fall outside the laws, and new 
legislation often needs to be put in place to give them rights to land. 

12. One of the most interesting examples of this is the Deccan Development Society 
(DDS), an NGO working with poor women’s collectives in some 75 villages in Medak dis-
trict, a drought-prone tract of Andhra Pradesh in southern India. DDS has helped women 
from landless families establish claims on land, through purchase and lease, using various 
government schemes (Menon 1996; Satheesh 1997; Agarwal 2002).

13. Under one of DDS’s programs, women in Andhra Pradesh lease land from private 
owners. Initiated in 1989 the program is now reported to cover 623 acres in 52 villages. 
Under another of DDS’s efforts women’s groups have used loan money available from a 
government poverty alleviation scheme, Development of Women and Children in Rural 
Areas, to lease land. Committees of women examine the lease proposals, assess land qual-
ity, keep records of each woman’s work input, and ensure equitable distribution of wages 
and produce (Agarwal 2002). 

14. Agarwal (2002) notes that women would be stakeholders in a land trust. Each 
woman in the group would have use rights but not the right to alienate the land. The 
daughters-in-law and daughters of such households who reside in the village would share 
these use rights. Daughters leaving the village on marriage would lose such rights but 
could reestablish them by rejoining the production efforts, should they return as a result 
of divorce or widowhood. Thus, land access would be linked formally with residence and 
working on the land, as was the case under some traditional systems when land was held 
collectively by a clan (Agarwal 2002).

Chapter 7
1. There are three types of unpaid work. Reproductive work consists of managing a 

household, cooking, cleaning, gathering fuel and hauling water, maintaining the home 
in good condition, and caring for family members, friends, and neighbors. These are 
all vital services for the paid economy. In many developing countries unpaid work also 
includes subsistence production—production for home use of goods and services that in 
principle could be marketed—such as food, clothing, and other items. Finally, unpaid 
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work includes unpaid community work, for instance, soup kitchens organized by women 
in poor neighborhoods; groups of mothers organizing care of children, the elderly, and 
those who are sick or disabled; and (unpaid) work for local or national nonprofit chari-
table organizations.

2. Informal employment is part of the market economy. It comprises self-employ-
ment in informal enterprises (small or unregistered), formal enterprises, households, and 
for no fixed employer, and wage employment in informal jobs (without secure contracts, 
worker benefits, or social protection). It includes domestic workers, casual or day laborers, 
industrial outworkers (such as homeworkers and own-account operators), and unpaid fam-
ily workers in informal enterprises. In all developing regions self-employment constitutes a 
greater share of informal nonagricultural employment than wage employment: 70 percent 
of informal employment in Sub-Saharan Africa, 62 percent in North Africa, 60 percent in 
Latin America, and 59 percent in Asia (WIEGO 2002).

3. The results of these studies must be viewed cautiously because the data refer to 
participation in formal sector work.

4. Glick and Sahn (1997) find that more education reduces the likelihood of being 
self-employed and strongly increases the likelihood of working in the public sector. In 
India and Thailand Mammen and Paxson (2000) find that more educated women are 
more likely to work in nonmanual, white-collar jobs than in production or agricultural 
jobs. In Mexico Anderson and Dimon (1999) find that as years of schooling increase, the 
probability of working in the formal sector increases at a high rate for a largely agricultural 
base in Torrean, but at a low rate for a largely manufacturing base in Tijuana. Years of 
schooling is more important for women in non-export-oriented contexts and for married 
women. Similarly, Birdsall and Behrman (1991) conclude that in Brazil the more schooling 
women have, the less likely they are to work in the informal and domestic sectors. Assaad 
and El-Hamidi (2001) note that in both rural and urban areas of Egypt women with low 
levels of education are virtually shut out of regular wage work.

5. Women’s choice of teaching as a career is linked to the fact that teachers’ work hours 
overlap with children’s school hours, enabling women to balance child-rearing responsibili-
ties with career responsibilities.

6. Job ads often also specified age and appearance. 
7. Neoclassical human capital theory argues that wage differentials result from indi-

vidual differences in productivity arising from employees’ different investments in educa-
tion, training, tenure on the job, and other factors. However, human capital theorists have 
only been able to explain about 50 percent of the gender wage gap with human capital 
variables. 

8. An alternative is that children are left at home without adult supervision while their 
mother goes to work, a particularly problematic arrangement for young children, in part 
because it often pulls older sisters out of school to provide childcare.

9. The work participation rate for females in rural Maharashtra are higher than par-
ticipation rates in the Employment Guarantee Scheme.

10. Social protection comprises health insurance, work-related disability insurance, 
unemployment insurance, child maintenance, social security, and old age pensions.

11. In some microcredit schemes women do not control the use of the loan; see Goetz 
and Sengupta 1996.

12. In common law countries the judiciary has played an important role in developing 
antidiscrimination law. In India, for instance, a Supreme Court ruling included guidelines 
prohibiting sexual harassment in the workplace. In Zimbabwe a Labor Court supported a 
claim of sexual harassment despite the lack of relevant legal provisions (ILO 2003d).

13. Voluntary actions by firms to change pay grading structures seem to have little 
impact (Rubery and others 2002). 

Notes
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14. The pension is paid out of general government revenues and accounts for 1.4 
percent of GDP (Burns, Keswell, and Leibbrandt forthcoming).

15. Barrientos (1998) also finds that the availability of personal pension plans would 
not increase the pension gender gap (which is almost nonexistent in Chile) and might 
close it.

Chapter 8
1. This chapter is based on the paper written by Mala Htun (2003b) commissioned 

by the task force.
2. A study by Kaufmann, Kraay, and Zoido-Lobatón (1999) found a strong, negative, 

and statistically significant relationship between the proportion of women in a country’s 
legislature and the level of corruption as measured by the International Country Risk Guide 
corruption index. For a large cross-section of countries Dollar, Fisman, and Gatti (2001) 
found that the level of corruption fell as women’s representation in parliament increased. 
Another study using several datasets shows that corruption is less severe where women 
constitute a larger share of the labor force and hold a larger share of parliamentary seats 
(Swamy and others 2001). 

3. Regional and country breakdowns for women’s representation in national parlia-
ments are based on data provided by the Inter-Parliamentary Union. 

4. These countries are: Australia, Austria, Belarus, Bulgaria, Canada, China, Eritrea, 
Germany, Grenada, Guyana, Lao People’s Democratic Republic, Latvia, Lesotho, New 
Zealand, Nicaragua, Poland, Saint Lucia, Saint Vincent and the Grenadines, Seychelles, 
Spain, Swaziland, Switzerland, Tanzania, Trinidad and Tobago, Turkmenistan, Uganda, 
and Viet Nam.

5. The countries are: Albania, Armenia, Bangladesh, Cameroon, Cape Verde, China, 
Congo, El Salvador, Equatorial Guinea, Gabon, Guyana, Honduras, Hungary, Indonesia, 
Malawi, Maldives, Mauritius, Mongolia, Nauru, Niger, Romania, São Tomé and Principe, 
Sri Lanka, Tuvalu, Vanuatu, Venezuela, Yemen, and Zimbabwe.

6. Though the text of the Mexican law suggests that the quota applies to both the 
proportional representation and the plurality elections, sanctions for noncompliance are 
administered only for proportional representation elections.

Chapter 9
1. This section draws heavily on Moser and Moser (2003). The task force is grateful 

to Caroline Moser and Annalise Moser for permission to draw on several sections of their 
work. 

2. For comprehensive overviews of debates identifying such issues, see Pickup, Wil-
liams, and Sweetman (2001); WHO (2002b); Buvinic, Morrison, and Shifter in Morrison 
and Biehl (1999); Spindel, Levy, and Connor (2000). 

3. The most common reasons for underreporting include fear of retaliation by the 
attacker, cultural stigma, and the belief that such violence is justified as a legitimate aspect 
of a woman’s role (Pickup, Williams, and Sweetman 2001; UNICEF 2000). Underrecord-
ing often occurs where gender-based violence is not considered a crime.

4. Most systematic studies have been carried out in industrial countries. Those under-
taken in developing countries are generally very localized. 

5. Gender-based violence is not inevitable. An ethnographic study of 90 societies 
around the world identified societies in which gender-based violence seems not to exist 
(Levinson 1989).

6. In an extreme case in 1991 at a school in Meru, Kenya, after 71 teenage girls were 
raped by their classmates and 19 others were killed, the school’s principal stated, “The boys 
never meant any harm against the girls. They just wanted to rape” (Green 1999).

Notes
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7. Figures on rape are likely to be conservative. In Chile, for example, around 615 
cases of rape are reported to the police each year, but the estimated number of rapes is 
closer to 20,000 (Seager 2003). 

8. See Leslie (2001); WHO (2002b); Seager (2003); Brunet and Rousseau (1998); 
and Kumar (2001).

9. The discussion of the four kinds of costs is adapted from Buvinic, Morrison, and 
Shifter in Morrison and Biehl (1999).

10. Many countries have developed national plans for the elimination of violence 
against women and are required to report on measures they have taken to implement their 
plans on a biennial basis at the General Assembly. Regrettably, these plans have often 
proved more valuable as symbols of commitment than as instigators of change.

11. November 10 commemorates the date that the three Mirabel sisters were mur-
dered in the Dominican Republic for opposing the rule of dictator Rafael Trujillo. It is now 
celebrated as the International Day to End Violence against Women.

Chapter 10
1. See millenniumindicators.un.org for more information on the statistical work 

being undertaken by the UN system to support international and country-level monitor-
ing of the Millennium Development Goals and others.

2. For a longer discussion of the technical limitations of each indicator, see Grown, 
Rao Gupta, and Kahn 2003.

3. Although aggregate indicators of women’s empowerment, such as gender wage dif-
ferentials, literacy, secondary school enrollment, and political participation are well repre-
sented in the recommendations, there are few indicators of empowerment at the individual 
and household level that are part of the task force recommendations. Two examples of 
individual empowerment indicators are land ownership by sex and hours per day (or year) 
women and men spend fetching water and collecting fuel. 

4. Net enrollment rates, which take into consideration the appropriate age for each 
grade, are a preferable indicator of access to education, but they are not available for a large 
number of countries. Gross enrollment rates are more widely available, but they include 
repeat students, and so results will be higher than with net enrollment rates.

5. In 2000 UNESCO had primary completion rates for 128 countries, 125 of them 
sex disaggregated. The World Bank had data for 116 countries, of which 99 were sex 
disaggregated. 

6. The OECD and UNESCO maintain a World Economic Indicators program that 
tracks sex-disaggregated secondary school completion rates, mostly for OECD countries.

7. Unmet need for family planning captures the proportion of women who are not 
using family planning but who wish to space their next birth at least two years or avoid 
another birth (Bernstein 2004). Contraceptive prevalence is the proportion of married 
women (including women in consensual unions) ages 15–49 currently using any method 
of modern contraception: male and female sterilization, IUD, the pill, injectables, hor-
monal implants, condoms, and female barrier methods. 

8. The adolescent fertility rate, as reported by countries, is available for 1970, 1980, 
1990, and most recent year. In some countries data on the adolescent fertility rate have 
been collected separately for urban and rural areas. 

9. The adolescent fertility rate counts only live births; stillbirths, and spontaneous or 
induced abortions are not reflected in the calculations (UNFPA 2003b). 

10. The ILO has sex-disaggregated earnings data for the manufacturing sector for 
only 43 countries, most in the OECD (ILO 2003a).

11. The countries are Bangladesh, Brazil, Japan, Namibia, Peru, Tanzania, Thailand, 
and Samoa. The research has been replicated in six other countries: Chile, China, Ethio-
pia, Indonesia, New Zealand, Serbia, and Viet Nam.

Notes
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Chapter 11
1. Using data on GNP, share of GNP spent on education, and the share of primary 

education in public education, the study first computes initial public spending on primary 
education. Then it calculates the necessary increase in public spending to achieve universal 
primary education. The calculation takes into account the price elasticity of demand for 
education for girls and boys and the price cut needed to increase demand and factors in the 
estimated decline in private spending due to reduced prices. Finally, it includes a 9 percent 
increase in program costs.

2. The interventions related to sexual and reproductive health that fall within the 
health system are costed under the health sector needs assessment. The interventions here 
are not costed in either the health or education sector needs assessments.

3. The government’s Working Group on Gender comprises focal points from each 
ministry, the State Statistical Committee, the Committee on Women’s Affairs under the 
Presidential Office, international agencies, and local women’s NGOs.

4. The overall sector needs assessments include the costs of reaching both men and 
women. 

5. These costs are primarily for setting up a functioning health system (doctor and 
nurse recruitment, training and salaries, construction of hospitals, clinics and health 
posts, purchase of supplies and drugs). The health system created under this plan would 
be expected to provide the major interventions needed to achieve the child health and 
maternal health Goal—interventions like family planning services, supervised delivery, 
and emergency obstetric care.

6. The interventions that are not costed are: child and elderly care services, police 
and medical services to address violence against women, legal redress, legal aid services, 
registration systems, and data collection and monitoring systems. 

7. Interventions related to community-based awareness campaigns for sexual and 
reproductive health are assumed to reach 50 percent of the adult population by 2015. Also, 
mass media campaigns are assumed to run one time each year to spread awareness about 
sexual and reproductive rights as well as other economic and legal rights to end violence 
against women. Finally, vocational training is targeted to reach 30 percent of the adoles-
cent female population out of school by 2015. School to work programs target 20 percent 
of graduating female students. Support for women candidates will target 100 percent of 
women candidates in national elections by 2015. In 2004, 50 percent of women were esti-
mated to be potential victims of domestic violence. Given this high degree of prevalence, a 
reasonable assumption is that approximately 20 percent of potential victims will need the 
full range of shelter services by 2015. Also by 2015, sensitization and training campaigns 
will be targeted to 100 percent of judges, 10 percent of civil servants, and 20 percent of 
the entire police force (UN Millennium Project 2004c). Finally, by 2015, each of the 18 
ministries is targeted to have one gender focal point. 

8. This analysis assumes a linear scaling up of costs from 2005 to 2015. The analysis 
focuses on financial costing and calculates total costs as opposed to incremental costs. 
It uses average unit costs and calculates both capital and recurrent costs for the 11-year 
period. For more details, see Sachs and others 2004.

Chapter 12
1. For instance, one review of national women’s machineries suggested that those 

placed within the president’s or prime minister’s office (such as in the Philippines and 
Tonga), the planning ministry (such as in Chile), or the ministry of finance (such as in 
Zambia) were most effective (Obang 1993).

2. Many countries have a strong legal framework, but few have adequate enforcement 
mechanisms.
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3. The assessment of progress on a majority of the seven strategic priorities was made 
on the basis of existing data. As noted in chapter 10, no country has data on the distribu-
tion of land or housing ownership by sex, and few countries have data on the impact of 
infrastructure investments on women’s time use or on the prevalence of violence against 
women. In the absence of such data, we analyzed other country literature to deduce the 
progress made in these areas.

4. The first impact study of the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Dis-
crimination against Women, which included South Africa, does not answer this question 
(McPhedran and others 2000).

Appendix 1
1. Additional problems include the fact that censuses are usually conducted only once 

every 10 years. In some cases countries report data from only one to three censuses. Trends 
are therefore difficult to detect. And more than 30 countries have never published any kind 
of literacy data. Also, UN agencies do not have the same data points for all countries.

2. A few changes were made to the original UNDP (2002) grouping of countries: 
Southern European countries Turkey and Cyprus were merged in Europe and Central 
Asia. Somalia was moved from Middle East and North Africa to Sub-Saharan Africa, and 
Israel was moved from “Other UN member countries” to Middle East and North Africa.

3. Table A1.1 shows that 26 countries will have a ratio of 1 in 2005, and 20 countries 
will have a ratio greater than 1. Of these, 32 countries had already achieved parity or a 
reverse gap in 2000. The remaining 14 countries had ratios less than 1.

4. The other countries are Luxembourg, Papua New Guinea, and Samoa in East Asia 
and Pacific; Tajikistan and Turkey in Europe and Central Asia; Colombia and El Salvador in 
Latin America and the Caribbean; and Djibouti and Iraq in Middle East and North Africa.

5. The countries are Belgium, France, Italy; Myanmar; Azerbaijan, Bulgaria, Estonia, 
Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Macedonia TFYR, Poland; Chile, Guyana; Israel; and Mauritius. 

6. The countries are Cambodia, China, Lao People’s Democratic Republic, Papua 
New Guinea, Samoa, Bulgaria, Estonia, Kazakhstan, Poland, Turkey, Guyana, Nicaragua, 
Djibouti, Iraq, Israel, India, Benin, Burkina Faso, Chad, Côte d’Ivoire, Ethiopia, Lesotho, 
Mauritius, Mozambique, Senegal, Togo, and Uganda.

Appendix 6
1. This report was prepared by the moderator of the e-discussions, Akanksha A. 

Marphatia. These comments are based on an earlier version of the report, and the current 
version reflects many of the comments.

2. Contacts for these organizations are as follows: David Archer (ActionAid Inter-
national), Chike Anywanyu (Commonwealth Education Fund), Anne Jellema (Global 
Campaign for Education), and Geeta Sharma, Kedar Dash, and Atanu Gurai (One World 
South Asia). 

3. The full report can be obtained from Elaine Unterhalter with the Beyond Access 
Project: e.unterhalter@oie.ac.uk.

4. The paper is available at http://k1.ioe.ac.uk/schools/efps/GenderEducDev/Where
%20are%20we%20scaling%20up%20from%20FINAL%20FINAL.pdf.

5. Full article can be found at www.india-seminar.com, April 2004 issue.

Notes
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