
contribution to the functioning of the 
household, there is a widespread view that
women as well as men should contribute to
household income. Findings from the World
Values Survey reveal that when asked whether
husbands and wives should both contribute to
household income, a clear majority of respon-
dents agreed – around 90 per cent on average
in countries surveyed in East Asia and Pacific,
Latin America, sub-Saharan Africa and transi-
tion economies, and more than two thirds in
the Middle East and South Asia.8

These attitudes have, perhaps, contributed 
to the steady increase in women entering 
the labour force over the past two decades. 
By 2005, women accounted for roughly 
40 per cent of the world’s economically active
population.9 Trends in participation rates vary
widely across regions, however, with much
greater female economic activity rates in East
Asia and Pacific (68.9 per cent), sub-Saharan
Africa (62.3 per cent) and CEE/CIS (57.5 per
cent) than elsewhere. Just over one third of
women in the Arab States, and under one half
in Latin America and South Asia are economi-
cally active.10

A more revealing statistic of the regional 
variation in women’s relative economic activity

Time-use surveys in six states in India reveal
that women typically spend 35 hours per week
on household tasks and caring for children,
the sick and elderly, against 4 hours per week
for men.6

The division of household labour is not dis-
similar in industrialized countries. Although

gender disparities in the overall work burden
are less marked than in developing countries,
women in the more affluent nations still spend
a far greater proportion of working hours
than men in unpaid work.7

Despite the limited time that many women
spend in paid employment and their pivotal

outside the household is the gender parity
activity index (defined here as the female 
economic activity rate as a percentage of 
the male rate). In the least developed coun-
tries, CEE/CIS, East Asia and Pacific, sub-
Saharan Africa and the member states of the
Organisation for Economic Co-operation 
and Development (OECD), the parity index
exceeds 70 per cent. However, it drops to 
52 per cent in Latin America and South Asia
and below 50 per cent in the Arab States.11

The wage and earnings gap

Women not only spend significantly less time
in paid employment than men; when they
work outside the household their average
income is also far lower. Although disaggre-
gated data on nominal wages are scarce, the
available evidence shows that, across regions,
women’s nominal wages are roughly 20 per
cent lower than men’s. While the data show
that gender wage gaps exist across countries,
these can vary significantly and can even be
inverted. In Brazil, for example, women under
the age of 25 earn a higher average hourly
wage than their male counterparts.12

Because much of the work women do is
underpaid and because they often perform
low-status jobs and earn less than men,
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Rep. of Korea (1999)

Madagascar (2001)

Mongolia (2000)
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developing countries
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Number of hours worked each day

Additional number of hours 
a day women work
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Number of hours worked each day
by both women and men

Figure 3.1 Women are working longer hours than men across the developing world*

*It is important to note that the data represent averages across each country that reflect high levels of underemployment. In some settings, women are
working more than 12 hours a day. 

Source: UNICEF calculations based on data derived from United Nations Development Programme, Human Development Report 2006, Beyond Scarcity:
Power, poverty and the global water crisis, Oxford University Press for UNDP, New York, 2006, page 379. 
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