
Inequality is always tragic and sometimes
fatal. Prenatal sex selection and infanticide,
prevalent in parts of South and East Asia,
show the low value placed on the lives of girls
and women and have led to unbalanced popu-
lations where men outnumber women.4

Despite overall growth in educational enrol-
ment, more than 115 million children of 
primary school age do not receive an elemen-
tary education. With few exceptions, girls are
more likely than boys to be missing from
classrooms across the developing world. Girls
who do enrol in school often drop out when
they reach puberty for many reasons – the
demands of household responsibilities, a lack
of school sanitation, a paucity of female role
models, child marriage or sexual harassment
and violence, among others.

Violence against women and girls

Girls and women are frequently victims of
physical and sexual violence inside and outside

the home. Although such assaults are under-
reported because of the stigma of the crime, 
a recent multi-country study by the World
Health Organization revealed that between 
15 per cent and 71 per cent of women had
experienced physical or sexual assault from 
an intimate partner.5 Domestic violence is the
most common form of violence perpetrated
against women.6

During armed conflict, rape and sexual assault
are often used as weapons of war. When 
complex emergencies force people to be dis-
placed from their homes, women and girls 
are at increased risk of violence, exploitation
and abuse – sometimes from the very security
personnel or other persons charged with their
protection and safety. 

Insidious forms of gender inequality

As despicable as deliberate negligence or 
brutal violence can be, insidious gender
inequality may be equally destructive. 

convention has been fully implemented. 
While giving lip service to equality, govern-
ments often fail to invest often limited public
resources in women and children or to 
challenge discriminatory customs, attitudes
and beliefs.

Too often, legal watchdogs, civil society 
organizations and the media also shirk their
responsibilities when they fail to monitor, 
publicly scrutinize or hold officials account-
able for unfulfilled promises. 

Enforcement of international conventions and
national laws pertaining to women and children
falls mainly to governments, and they must be
ultimately held accountable for the slow pace of
progress. But resistance by individuals, families
and communities has also waylaid gender
equality and children’s rights. Male privilege, or
the belief that girls and women must be submis-
sive, can leave them last in line for food, health
care, education and economic opportunity. 

All obstacles to gender equality, regardless 
of origin, must be dismantled so that deve-
lopment can move forward. Although women
and girls are most directly harmed by gender
inequality, its pernicious effects reverberate
across societies. Failure to secure equality 
for all has deleterious consequences for 
the moral, legal and economic fabric of
nations.

The pernicious nature of 

gender inequality

Gender discrimination is pervasive. While 
the degrees and forms of inequality may vary,
women and girls are deprived of equal access
to resources, opportunities and political power
in every region of the world. The oppression
of girls and women can include the preference
for sons over daughters, limited personal and
professional choices for girls and women, the
denial of basic human rights and outright 
gender-based violence.

Agree or strongly agree that “men make 
better political leaders than women do” 

Proportion of male respondents who:

Agree or strongly agree that “when jobs are scarce
men should have more right to a job than a woman” 

Agree or strongly agree that “university is 
more important for a boy than a girl”
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Figure 1.2 Men’s discriminatory attitudes towards women vary across regions but are 

significant everywhere

UNICEF calculations are based on data derived from the World Values Survey, Round 4 (1999–2004). Data for each country and territory in the regional
aggregates are for the latest year available in the period specified. The following countries and territories are included in the regional aggregates cited:
Middle East and North Africa: Algeria, Egypt, Islamic Republic of Iran, Iraq, Jordan, Morocco, Saudi Arabia. Latin America and Caribbean: Argentina,
Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela, Chile, Mexico, Peru. South Asia: Bangladesh, India, Pakistan. East Asia and Pacific: China, Indonesia, Philippines, Republic
of Korea, Singapore, Viet Nam. Sub-Saharan Africa: Nigeria, South Africa, Uganda, United Republic of Tanzania. Countries in transition: Albania, Belarus,
Bosnia and Herzegovina, Bulgaria, Croatia, Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Kyrgyzstan, Latvia, Lithuania, Montenegro, Poland, Romania, Republic of
Moldova, Russian Federation, Serbia, Slovakia, Slovenia, Ukraine, The former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia, Turkey. Industrialized countries: Austria,
Belgium, Canada, Denmark, Finland, France, Greece, Iceland, Ireland, Italy, Japan, Luxembourg, Malta, Netherlands, Portugal, Spain, Sweden, United
Kingdom, United States. Notes on the methodology employed can be found in the References section, page 88.

Source: World Values Survey, <www.worldvaluessurvey.org>, accessed June 2006. ©
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