
of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW)
and the Convention on the Rights of the Child
(CRC) are sister treaties – inexorably linked in
moving communities towards full human
rights. Each delineates specific entitlements
that cannot be abrogated due to age, gender,
economic class or nationality. The two treaties
are complementary, overlapping in their call
for precise rights and responsibilities and fill-
ing in crucial gaps that may exist when either
stands alone. 

Several articles of CEDAW address rights 
pertinent to children, including equality (arti-
cles 2 and 15), protecting maternity (article 4),
adequate health care (article 12) and shared
parental responsibility (article 16). The CRC
calls for equal access for girls and boys to 
education and health care. Both conventions
demand freedom from violence and abuse and
are based on principles of non-discrimination,
participation and accountability.

The treaties are not perfectly harmonious: There
are areas of tension. For instance, some support-
ers of gender equality believe that the CRC
stereotypes women as mothers, limiting their life

options. Some child rights advocates think that
CEDAW focuses too much on a woman’s right
to self-actualization and may unintentionally
subvert the importance of motherhood. Despite
these differences, the two conventions hold
more in common than in opposition – they set
the standards for an equitable world in which
the rights of every human being – female and
male, old and young – are respected.

The rights of women are less widely

accepted than those of children

Although both treaties have gained widespread
endorsement, CEDAW has had the tougher
road to acceptance and ratification. Some
nations that readily accept the concept that
children have rights are less willing to concede
that women also have rights. And while 184
countries are parties to CEDAW, many of the
signatures were submitted with reservations 
to specific articles. In fact, CEDAW contains
among the highest number of reservations of
any United Nations treaty, underscoring world-
wide resistance to women’s rights.3

Rhetorical support for CEDAW and the CRC
has been strong. In practice, however, neither 

organization that advocates for children, mon-
itor women’s rights?” The answer is twofold. 

First, as this report demonstrates, gender
equality furthers the cause of child survival and
development. Because women are the primary
caregivers for children, women’s well-being
contributes to the well-being of their offspring.
Healthy, educated and empowered women are
more likely to have healthy, educated and con-
fident daughters and sons. Women’s autonomy,
defined as the ability to control their own lives
and to participate in making decisions that
affect them and their families, is associated
with improved child nutrition (see Chapter 2,
pages 24). Other aspects of gender equality,
such as education levels among women, also
correlate with improved outcomes for chil-
dren’s survival and development.2

By upholding women’s rights, societies also
protect girl children and female adolescents.
Gender equality means that girls and boys

have equal access to food, health care, educa-
tion and opportunities. Evidence has shown
that women whose rights are fulfilled are
more likely to ensure that girls have access to
adequate nutrition, health care, education and
protection from harm.

Second, gender equality is essential to creating
the world envisioned in the Millennium
Declaration, a world of peace, equity, toler-
ance, security, freedom, respect for the envi-
ronment and shared responsibility, in which
special care and attention is given to the most
vulnerable people, especially children. This is
the world that the international community
has pledged to strive for – a world fit for both
women and children. 

Nothing less than the full participation of all
members of society is needed to ensure sufficient
human progress to meet the Millennium Agenda.
World leaders at the UN Millennium Summit in
2000 understood this. They acknowledged that
gender equality will empower women to over-
come poverty, with multiple benefits for their
families, communities and countries. 

The Millennium agenda reflects this recog-
nition of the centrality of gender equality 
to human development. The Millennium
Declaration specifically calls for the full 
implementation of both the Convention on the
Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination
against Women and the Convention on the
Rights of the Child; the conventions are identi-
fied as key human rights standards for meeting
the Millennium Development Goals. These
goals, the international community’s guides 
to sustainable development, set time-sensitive
benchmarks for promoting gender equality 
and empowering women. But gender equality,
according to the Millennium agenda, is not
simply a method for accelerating human 
development: It is also morally right.

Complementarities and tensions between

the two conventions

Since the status of women and the well-being 
of children are deeply intertwined, advocates
for children would be remiss if they failed to
champion the cause of gender equality. The
Convention on the Elimination of all Forms 
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Figure 1.1 In many developing regions, girls are more likely than boys to miss out on a 

secondary education

Notes: Gross secondary enrolment ratio refers to the number of children enrolled in secondary school, regardless of age, expressed as a percentage of the
total number of children of official secondary school age. Net secondary school attendance ratio refers to the number of children attending secondary
school who are of official secondary school age, expressed as a percentage of the total number of children of official secondary school age. These data
come from national household surveys.  
* Data refer to the most recent year available during the period specified.
** Excludes China.

Sources: Gross secondary enrolment ratio: UNESCO Institute of Statistics. Net secondary school attendance ratio: Demographic and Health Surveys and
Multiple Indicator Cluster Surveys. The underlying data can be found in the Statistical Tables of this report, page 98.
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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.
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landscape. And while gender continues to
influence people’s choices and challenges, in
many parts of the world a girl born in 2007
will probably have a brighter future than a girl
born when CEDAW was adopted in 1979. 

Today, women and girls have access to 
opportunities that were previously restricted.
Primary school enrolment rates for girls have
jumped and the educational gender gap is nar-
rowing. Women are entering the labour force
in greater numbers. And women’s political
representation is increasing in many parts of
the world. 

In 2006, for instance, Chile and Jamaica
elected women for the first time as their
heads of government. (Chile’s president,
Michelle Bachelet, is also head of state.) In
addition, the Republic of Korea appointed its
first woman prime minister in April 2006,
bringing the total number of female heads of
state or government in the world to 14.7

While that number is miniscule, considering
that there are 192 UN Member States, female
government leadership was unheard of less
than 50 years ago.8

Gains in gender equality not withstanding,
far too many women and girls have been 
left behind and remain voiceless and power-
less. Women are disproportionately affected
by poverty, inequality and violence. It is
widely estimated that women make up the
majority of the world’s poor,9 comprise 
nearly two thirds of the people who are 
illiterate,10 and, along with children, account
for 80 per cent of civilian casualties during
armed conflict.11

All Member States of the United Nations,
regardless of their political, religious or 
ethnic composition, spoke with one voice
when the UN pledged to make the world 
fit for children at the General Assembly
Special Session on Children in May 2002.
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Figure 1.3 In sub-Saharan Africa, young women are more vulnerable to HIV infection but 

have less comprehensive knowledge about HIV than young men

Young people (aged 15–24)

in selected countries in

sub-Saharan Africa who

have comprehensive 

knowledge of HIV, 

1999–2005*

Note: Countries selected on the basis of
data availability for HIV prevalence and
comprehensive knowledge of HIV for
both male and female young people.

* Data refer to the most recent 
year available during the period 
specified.

Sources: Demographic and 
Health Surveys, Multiple Indicator
Cluster Surveys, Behavioural
Surveillance Surveys, Reproductive
Health Surveys, and HIV/AIDS Survey
Indicators Database. The underlying
data can be found in the Statistical
Tables of this report, page 98.

HIV prevalence among 

young people (aged 

15–24) in selected 

countries in sub-Saharan

Africa, 2005

Note: Countries selected on the basis
of data availability for HIV prevalence
and comprehensive knowledge of 
HIV for both male and female young
people.

Source: Joint United Nations
Programme on HIV/AIDS, 2006 Report
on the global AIDS epidemic, UNAIDS,
Geneva, 2006. The underlying data can
be found in the Statistical Tables of this
report, page 98.
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made about the allocation of resources for
food, health care, schooling and other family
necessities. 

When women are locked out of decisions
regarding household income and other
resources, they and their children are more
likely to receive less food, and to be denied
essential health services and education.
Household chores, such as fetching water,
gathering firewood or caring for the young or
infirm, are delegated to mothers and daugh-
ters, which keeps them out of the paid labour
force or school. When women share equally
in household decisions, they tend to provide
more adequately and fairly for their children.

Equality in the workplace (Chapter 3)

At work, women are often victimized by 
discrimination. They may be excluded from
more highly remunerated occupations and
are frequently paid less than men for the
same work. Women and girls are often
recruited into domestic work outside their
own homes and may be forced to live away
from their families, at times in oppressive,
dangerous conditions. Destitute women and
girls may find the sex trade their only option

for employment when all other economic
doors have been shut. 

Ending the wage gap, opening higher-paying
fields to women and allowing female workers
more decision-making power will greatly ben-
efit children. As women become economically
productive, their spheres of influence increase.
They become able to make choices not only
for themselves, but also for their children.
When a woman brings income or assets into
the household, she is more likely to be includ-
ed in decisions on how the resources will be
distributed. Historically, when women hold
decision-making power, they see to it that
their children eat well, receive adequate med-
ical care, finish school and have time for recre-
ation and play. Women who have access to
meaningful, income-producing work are more
likely to increase their families’ standards of
living, leading children out of poverty. 

Equality in government and politics

(Chapter 4)

Increasing women’s political participation is
an MDG objective in its own right (MDG 3,
Target 4, Indicator 12). Empowering women
in the political arena can help change societies.

But rallying around the cause of children
without championing gender equality is like
stocking a sports team with players but fail-
ing to teach them how to play the game. 

The intergenerational dividends 

of gender equality

Women are the primary caregivers for 
children and thus ultimately shape children’s
lives. This is especially true in the most 
traditional, patriarchal societies where roles
and responsibilities are strictly delineated 
by gender. The well-being of women and 
children is inseparable. What is good for
women is good for children with few, if any,
exceptions.

Nations bear the consequences when women
are disempowered and deprived of human
rights. The cycle of poverty and despair 
is passed from generation to generation.
Conversely, countries reap double dividends
when gender equality is promoted and 

ultimately attained. Women become healthy,
educated, productive and able to help 
their children survive and thrive. These 
benefits are bequeathed to current and future
generations. 

To maximize gender equality’s impact on
poverty reduction, education and sustainable
development, women must have influence in
decision-making in three distinct areas: the
household, the workplace and the political
sphere. A change for the better in any one of
these realms influences women’s equality in
the others. But halfway measures towards
human rights are unacceptable. Anything less
than unqualified support for gender equality
in all three areas will sabotage meaningful
progress towards fulfilling the MDGs.

Equality in the household (Chapter 2)

Women’s access to power at the household
level has the most direct impact on families
and children. Here is where decisions are

More developed regions

Less developed regions
excluding the
least developed
countries

Least developed
countries

China
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28%

65%

12%

14%
12%

62%

Figure 1.4 More than 1 out of every 4 births to an adolescent mother (aged 15–19) 

occurs in the least developed countries 

Source: United Nations Population Division, ‘World Population Prospects: The 2004 Revision Database’, <www.esa.un.org/unpp/>, 
accessed September 2006. Note: The country composition of each regional group can be found in References, page 88.
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Their involvement in governing bodies,
whether local or national, leads to policies
and legislation that focus on women, chil-
dren and families. In a survey of 187
women who hold public office in 65 coun-
tries, the Inter-Parliamentary Union found
that about nine-tenths believe they have a
responsibility to represent women’s interests
and advocate for other members of society.12

Women can play key roles in securing peace.
Female representation in peace negotiations
and post-conflict reconstruction is vital 
to ensuring the safety and protection of 
children and other vulnerable populations.
Women’s direct influence on politics and
public policy bodes well for peace, security
and prosperity.

Empowering women and girls

The status of women is a crucial element for
accurately gauging the state of the world’s
children and assessing what the future holds
for them. Disaggregated data on life expectan-
cy, infant and under-five mortality, educational
enrolment and completion, as well as other
quantifiable statistics, are necessary to assess
progress towards the MDGs. But attitudes,
cultural beliefs and ingrained bigotry are 
difficult to quantify; consequently, qualitative
evidence and women’s reporting on their 
experiences are also needed to promote gender
equality, poverty reduction and sustainable
development. 

The following chapters will analyse both 
quantitative indicators and qualitative evi-
dence about the status of women and its 
relationship to child survival and develop-
ment. The final chapter of the report intends
to provide a road map for maximizing gender
equality through seven key modes: education,
financing, legislation, legislative quotas, engag-
ing men and boys, women empowering

women, and improved research and data. For
only when equality is achieved will women be
empowered, and only then will they and their
children thrive.

It has been nearly 30 years since CEDAW 
was adopted by the United Nations. One can
only imagine what the lives of girls born in
1979 would have been like had the convention 
been fully supported and implemented. A 
generation of empowered women would 
have made a world of difference.

As a Chinese adage says, “Women hold up
half the sky.” The next generation cannot 
wait another three decades for its rights.
Women and girls must have the means and
support to fulfil their potential and fully 
enjoy their rights. 

A world fit for women is a world 

fit for children 

Two years after the Millennium Summit, the
UN General Assembly Special Session on
Children in May 2002 linked economic devel-
opment to the creation of a world fit for chil-
dren. A world fit for children is also a world
fit for women. They are inseparable and indi-
visible – one cannot exist without the other. 

Lofty ambitions, good intentions and catchy
slogans will not produce human progress. The
road to sustainable development cannot be
paved with half measures. Sound investments
and a resolute commitment to justice, gender
equality and children are required. 

If all citizens are allowed the opportunity 
to reach their potential, then nations will
thrive. No argument against gender equality,
whether based on traditions, customs or 
outright bigotry, can disprove the claim that
women’s rights are good for children and 
ultimately good for the world.
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Figure 1.5 High rates of maternal death are associated with limited access

to health-care services for expectant mothers

Note: Antenatal care coverage refers to the percentage of women aged 15–24 attended at least once during pregnancy by a
skilled attendant (doctor, nurse or midwife). Data on antenatal care coverage are not available for industrialized countries.
Skilled attendant at delivery refers to the percentage of births attended by skilled health personnel (doctors, nurses or 
midwives).

* Data refer to the most recent year available during the period specified.

Sources: Demographic and Health Surveys, Multiple Indicator Cluster Surveys, World Health Organization and UNICEF. 
The underlying data can be found in the Statistical Tables of this report, page 98.

Health-care services for expectant mothers, 1997–2005*

Lifetime risk of maternal death, 2000

Note: The lifetime risk of maternal death takes into account both the probability of becoming pregnant and the probability 
of dying as a result of that pregnancy, accumulated across a women's reproductive years. 

Source: World Health Organization and UNICEF. The underlying data can be found in the Statistical Tables of this report, 
page 98.
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Figure 2.2 Many husbands are making the decisions alone on daily household 

expenditure

*Data refer to the most recent year available during the period specified. All countries with available data are presented in the chart.

Source: UNICEF calculations based on the data derived from Demographic and Health Surveys. The data were accessed from the DHS Statcompiler
in June 2006. Notes on the methodology employed can be found in the References section, page 88.
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Source: UNICEF calculations based on the data derived from Demographic and Health Surveys. The data were accessed from the DHS Statcompiler
in June 2006. Notes on the methodology employed can be found in the References section, page 88.
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• Lack of control over health-care needs:
Decisions on women’s health care are vital to
the health and well-being of both women
and children. In many households, notably in
those countries examined in South Asia and
sub-Saharan Africa, women have little influ-
ence in health-related decisions. In Burkina
Faso, Mali and Nigeria, for example, almost
75 per cent of women reported that hus-
bands alone make decisions about women’s
health care; in the two countries surveyed in
South Asia, Bangladesh and Nepal, this ratio
was around 50 per cent. This exclusion com-
promises the health and well-being of all
family members, particularly children.

• Limited management of daily household
expenditure: Household decisions on daily
expenditure have a decisive impact on chil-
dren’s well-being, education and, particularly,
their health. Whether a family decides to
spend its financial resources on the needs of
children or the personal preferences of adults
often depends on which family members are
involved in the decision-making process. In
many households across the developing
world, men have a firm upper hand in deci-
sions on household expenditures. In 7 of the
15 countries surveyed in sub-Saharan Africa,
more than 40 per cent of women indicated
that their husbands had exclusive control
over daily household expenditures. In the
countries examined in the Middle East and
North Africa and South Asia, approximately
30 per cent of women felt excluded from
decisions on household purchases, while 
in those countries surveyed CEE/CIS, East
Asia and Pacific and Latin America and
Caribbean, women reported having a greater
degree of control over these decisions. 

• Exclusion from decisions on major house-
hold purchases: Household decisions on
large expenditures such as land, cars and
livestock can be crucial for families. Money
spent on large purchases may be regarded as
a wise long-term investment. However, the
short-term cost of acquiring these assets can
consume a large share of household income
that might otherwise be used for more
immediate household needs, such as medi-
cine, school supplies and food. 

Data from the Demographic and Health
Surveys suggest that men generally decide 
how much the household will allocate
towards major expenditures. In Nigeria, for
example, 78 per cent of women indicated
that their husbands have exclusive control
over large purchases. Approximately 60 per
cent of women in Egypt and over a third of
women in Bangladesh and Nepal felt exclud-
ed from such decisions. This contrasts with
attitudes in the two countries surveyed in
East Asia and Pacific, Indonesia and the
Philippines, where fewer than 18 per cent of
women in both countries felt that they had
no say in such matters. 

• Restricted mobility and freedom: Household
decisions regarding women’s mobility direct-
ly affect their ability to provide for their
own needs as well as the needs of their 
children. Survey data suggest a high degree
of male control over women’s mobility in
each of the regions surveyed. In Burkina
Faso and Mali, approximately 60 per cent 
of women reported that husbands alone
decide when wives can visit with family or
relatives. One third of Bangladeshi husbands
control their wives’ mobility outside of the
home. In Latin America and the Caribbean,
data from Nicaragua show that 18 per cent
of women require a man’s permission before
leaving home to visit friends and family; 
in CEE/CIS, 16 per cent of Armenian
women need to first secure their husbands’
permission.2

Factors underlying household 

decision-making processes 

Household assessments such as Demographic
and Health Surveys can provide a good indi-
cation of which family members are likely to
participate in household decisions, but they 
cannot explain why certain individuals in each
household are able to dominate decision-making
processes. To understand the dynamics that
influence household decision-making processes,
it is useful to consider the factors that determine
the structure of the family unit, as well as each
family member’s role within the household. 

Gender discrimination in household decision-
making is often rooted in patriarchal attitudes

Percentage of women who say their husbands alone make the decisions regarding visits to friends and relatives, 2000-2004*
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Figure 2.3 Many husbands are making the decisions alone on visits to friends 
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*Data refer to the most recent year available during the period specified. All countries with available data are presented in the chart.

Source: UNICEF calculations based on the data derived from Demographic and Health Surveys. The data were accessed from the DHS Statcompiler
in June 2006. Notes on the methodology employed can be found in the References section, page 88. 
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households. The findings of a study undertak-
en in 40 developing countries indicate that, on
average, men tend to spend more time in 
education than women. 

The education gap is widest in South Asia,
where men on average spend 2.5 years more
in school than women, declining to 1.3 years
in sub-Saharan Africa, and 1 year in Latin
America and the Caribbean.8 Disparate levels
of education between men and women may
reinforce household gender inequalities, ensur-
ing that women remain disadvantaged.

Domestic violence

Levels of education, earnings and asset owner-
ship and age gaps are key in determining bar-
gaining power between men and women within
the household. Arguably of equal importance is
the threat of domestic violence. While physical
and sexual violence and other forms of abuse
occur in different domestic environments and in
different guises, there is substantial evidence to
suggest that such acts are mainly perpetrated by
adult men against women and girls.9 Domestic
violence threatens the physical health and emo-
tional well-being of its victims and often forces
them to endure subordinate positions and eco-
nomic insecurity within their households.10

Household gender inequalities foster a permis-
sive context for abusive relationships. A
UNICEF study indicates that women who
marry at a young age are more likely to
believe that it is sometimes acceptable for a
husband to beat his wife, and are more likely
to experience domestic violence than women
who marry at an older age. In Kenya, for
example, 36 per cent of women who were
married before the age of 18 believe that a
man is sometimes justified in beating his wife,
compared to 20 per cent of those who were
married as adults.11

Violence against women and girls crosses 
the boundaries of race, culture, wealth and
religion. Every year, thousands of women 
are maimed or killed by rejected suitors in
many countries.12 A landmark World Health
Organization multi-country study on women’s
health and domestic violence against women
reveals that of those interviewed, 37 per cent

of women in a Brazilian province, 56 per cent
of women in a province in the United
Republic of Tanzania, and 62 per cent of
women in a province in Bangladesh reported
having experienced physical or sexual violence
by an intimate partner.13

The pattern is broadly similar for industrialized
countries. According to another key report
from the same organization, the World report
on violence and health, studies show that 
40 per cent to 70 per cent of female murder
victims in Australia, Canada, Israel, South
Africa and the United States were killed by
their husbands or boyfriends – often within 
the context of an ongoing abusive relation-
ship.14 In the United Kingdom, 40 per cent 
of female homicide victims are killed by their
intimate partners.15

Where women have a fair say,

children benefit 

The consequences of women’s exclusion from
household decisions can be as dire for children
as they are for women themselves. In families
in which women are key decision-makers, the
proportion of resources devoted to children is
far greater than in those in which women have
a less decisive role. This is because women gen-
erally place a higher premium than men on

that value the social status of men over
women. But the extent to which individual
households conform to ‘traditional’ ideas
about the roles of men and women varies. The
ability of family members to impose their own
preferences in household decisions (bargaining
power) is influenced by social attitudes and
other, more tangible, factors.3

According to a study based on household
decisions and gender, major determinants 
of influence in household decision-making
include control of income and assets, age,
and access to and level of education.
Examining these factors across a wide 
range of countries offers insights into the 
distribution of bargaining power in individ-
ual households.4

Control of income and assets: The family
member who controls the greatest share of
household income and assets often has the
strongest say in deciding whether those
resources will be used to meet household
needs.5 As the next chapter will illustrate, in
both industrialized and developing countries,
women continue to lag behind men in terms of
income-earning opportunities and ownership
and management of assets.

Age gaps: The distribution of household bar-
gaining power is also influenced by a woman’s
age at marriage and the age difference between
a woman and her husband. Evidence from
around the world shows that the age gap
between husbands and wives can vary enor-
mously among households. The average age at
first marriage in Western Europe is estimated to
be 27 for women and 30 for men. In develop-
ing countries, age differences are far greater. In
South Asia, for example, husbands are approxi-
mately five years older than their wives; the gap
rises to six years in sub-Saharan Africa (exclud-
ing southern Africa).6 In cases of child marriage
(defined as customary or statutory union where
one or both of the partners is under the age of
18 years old), when the age gap between spous-
es is most extreme, the burden of domestic
work and childcare severely constrains the life
choices available to married girls and child
mothers.7 This, in turn, affects the power that
women have over household decisions.

Levels of education: In addition to increased
levels of knowledge, self-confidence and
assertiveness, education confers social status
and increases income-earning potential. As
with age gaps between married couples, the
levels of education of spouses vary among

East Asia and Pacific,
22 million

West and 
Central Africa,

17 million

Eastern and Southern
Africa, 16 million

Middle East and
North Africa, 8 million

Latin America and
Caribbean, 4 million

CEE/CIS,
1 million

South Asia,
78 million

Figure 2.4 Underweight prevalence among children

under five in the developing regions*

*UNICEF analysis is based on estimates of underweight prevalence in developing 
countries (1996-2005). 

Source: United Nations Children’s Fund, Progress for Children: A report card on nutrition,
Number 4, UNICEF, New York, May 2006, page 2.
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bands or family elders about how the children
should be treated struggled to obtain appro-
priate treatment for their ailing children. As 
a result, the local remedies preferred by men
tended to prevail over formal medical treat-
ment, often to the sick children’s detriment.34

Even when women can influence household
decisions on medical care, they may still need
the help of family members, particularly hus-
bands or mothers-in-laws, to carry out their
decision. In Bangladesh, Egypt and India, for
example, social norms often discourage or
restrict women’s mobility outside of the home.
Restrictions on women’s movement can com-
promise children’s access to emergency health
care by preventing women from travelling
independently to shops, pharmacies or hospi-
tals, and limiting women’s direct contact with
unrelated males, including doctors.35

Women prioritize education 

Empirical research on the links between
women’s decision-making power in the house-
hold and children’s education is in its infancy.
Yet the evidence available indicates that
women’s empowerment within the household
increases the likelihood that children, particu-
larly girls, will attend school. Recent studies
have found that where gender influences 

outcomes for children, it tends to be related 
to the gender of the parent who controls the 
distribution of resources. A study of poor
Brazilian households reveals that girls living
with mothers who are educated and decision-
makers are more likely to be enrolled in
school and kept out of the informal 
labour market.36

Empowering women to prioritize girls’ educa-
tion generates positive outcomes that span
generations. A UNICEF survey of selected
countries across Latin America and the
Caribbean, South Asia and sub-Saharan Africa
– including Cameroon, Côte d’Ivoire, Eritrea,
Guinea-Bissau, Guyana, India and Suriname –
finds that on average, children with uneducat-
ed mothers are at least twice as likely to be
out of primary school than children whose
mothers attended primary school.37 The
importance of mothers’ education is supported
by a separate study of children aged 7 to 14
years in 18 sub-Saharan African countries; 
the study found that 73 per cent of children
with educated mothers were in school, com-
pared with only 51 per cent of children whose
mothers lacked schooling.38 Moreover, chil-
dren with a formally educated primary care-
giver are less likely to repeat a grade or leave
school early.39

the incidence of underweight children under
three from 30 per cent to 27.2 per cent, and
ensure that a further 1.7 million children are
adequately nourished.27

A growing body of evidence, principally from
West and Central Africa, suggests that when
resources are scarce, women generally priori-
tize the nutrition of family members above
other personal and household issues. Survey
results from Cameroon show that income-
earning women typically spend 74 per cent 
of their funds to supplement the family food
supply, while men spend only an estimated 
22 per cent of their income on food.28 Research
from Côte d’Ivoire and Ghana demonstrates
that in the event of an external shock, such as
surplus rainfall or drought, income received
from the cultivation of crops tends to be spent
differently by men and women. Whereas an
increase in women’s income led to additional
household spending on food, an increase in
men’s income had no significant impact.29

Throughout much of the developing world,
women play an important role in planting and
harvesting crops, but rarely own the land on
which crops are grown and lack control over
the distribution of food and profits (see
Chapter 3, pages 41-42). Even on subsistence
plots, where women generally retain a portion
of what they produce, gender discrimination
reduces the quantity of food available for chil-
dren. Unequal access to education, labour and
fertilizer results in women farmers having
lower crop yields than their male counterparts.
In Burkina Faso, for example, where members
of the household simultaneously cultivate the
same crop on different plots of similar size,
evidence shows that, on average, yields are
about 18 per cent lower on women’s plots
compared to men’s plots. For vegetable crops,
in which women tend to specialize, the decline
in yields is about 20 per cent.30

Increasing women’s access to the means of
agricultural production, such as farming land
or fertilizers, farm labour, credit and education
is therefore crucial to guaranteeing food secu-
rity and improving the nutritional status of
children. Evidence from sub-Saharan Africa
indicates that strengthening women’s control

over these inputs can increase agricultural out-
put by an average rate of 10 per cent.31

Women prioritize family health care 

As the primary caregivers for children, women
tend to be the first to recognize and seek treat-
ment for children’s illnesses. Yet, as the find-
ings of the Demographic and Health Surveys
cited earlier confirm, many women around 
the world are denied a say in even the most
basic decisions on family health, such as
whether a child will be taken to the doctor,
how much money will be spent on medication
and the type of care they themselves will
receive during pregnancy. 

In households where women are routinely
denied these rights, the husband – or his
mother in some cases – determines when and
how to seek health care for family members.
For instance, a study from Gujarat, India,
reports that approximately 50 per cent of
women interviewed felt unable to take a sick
child to the doctor without the approval of
their husband or parent-in-law.32

Women who have greater influence in 
decision-making can promote better health-
care practices for the family. As evidence from
Nepal and India shows, even after accounting
for differences in education and wealth
among the households surveyed, women’s
participation in household decisions decreases
stunting among children and reduces child
mortality.33

Research from Ghana indicates that gender
bias in household decisions can influence 
the quality of medical treatment that sick
children receive. A study conducted in the
Volta region found that men, typically the
household decision-makers in rural villages,
tend to treat malaria in children with local
herbal remedies and generally regard formal
medical treatment as a last resort. Women, in
contrast, prefer to treat children immediately
with antimalarial drugs from formal medical
clinics, which are often located in neighbour-
ing towns and therefore entail travel expendi-
tures in addition to the costs of health care.
Those women who lacked economic support
from relatives or disagreed with their hus-
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Figure 2.5 Despite recent improvements, women’s literacy rates are generally 

lower than men’s

Notes: Adult literacy rate refers to the percentage of persons aged 15 and over who can read and write.

* Data refer to the most recent year available during the period specified.

Source: UNESCO Institute of Statistics. The underlying data can be found in the Statistical Tables of this report, page 98.

26 T H E  S T A T E  O F  T H E  W O R L D ’ S  C H I L D R E N  2 0 0 7 E Q U A L I T Y I N  T H E  H O U S E H O L D 27



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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Average for 8
developing countries
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Number of hours worked each day

Additional number of hours 
a day women work

How much longer do women 
work than men each day?

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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Although there are even fewer statistics on
gender asset gaps than on wage disparities, the
evidence available suggests that the pattern of
discrimination is broadly similar across the
developing world. A study covering five Latin

American countries indicates that women own
only a fraction of the land compared with men
(see Figure 3.4, page 42).17 In other regions
where data are available, women face similar
inequalities. For example, in Cameroon, while

women’s per capita average earned income –
measured by applying women’s share of non-
agricultural wages to gross domestic product
– is far lower than men’s (see Figure 3.3, page
41). Estimates based on wage differentials
and participation in the labour force suggest
that women’s estimated earned income is
around 30 per cent of men’s in the countries
surveyed in the Middle East and North
Africa, around 40 per cent in Latin America
and South Asia, 50 per cent in sub-Saharan
Africa and around 60 per cent in CEE/CIS,
East Asia and industrialized countries.13 As
Chapter 2 shows, income in the hands of
women can reap benefits for children. Gender
gaps in earnings, therefore, can decrease or
limit the resources available to meet children’s
rights, such as health care, adequate nutrition
and education. 

With both parents working outside the home,
and in the absence of adequate social support
systems, children’s rights to education, rest
and leisure, care and protection are also at
risk. One example of this negative externality
is the mother-daughter substitute effect. As
mothers take on paid work outside the home,
children, especially girls, assume the domestic
responsibilities, looking after the home and

taking care of siblings – often at the expense
of their education.14 This highlights the impor-
tance of the role played by both parents in
caring for children, whether or not they work
outside the home (see Panel, page 41).

The asset gap

Women not only earn less than men, they
also tend to own fewer assets. Smaller
salaries and less control over household
income constrain their ability to accumulate
capital. But these are not the only reasons.
Gender biases in property and inheritance
laws and in other channels of acquiring
assets – even state land distribution pro-
grammes – leave women and children at
greater risk of poverty.15

The consequences of being excluded from
owning property or assets can be even more
direct, particularly when a marriage breaks
down or a husband dies. Widows who upon
their husband’s death lose the right to their
ownership of the family home or land, or
divorced women who are driven from the 
husband’s home, are easily pushed into the
margins of society, further exacerbating the
struggle to achieve health and well-being for
themselves and their children.16

4 countries in the Middle
East and North Africa
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Figure 3.2 Nominal wages for women are significantly lower than for men*

* UNICEF calculations for Developing countries include countries and territories in the following regional groups. Middle East and North Africa: Bahrain, Egypt,
Jordan, Occupied Palestinian Territory. East Asia and Pacific: Malaysia, Myanmar, Philippines, Republic of Korea, Singapore, Thailand. Countries in transition:
Bulgaria, Croatia, Czech Republic, Georgia, Kazakhstan, Latvia, Lithuania, Romania, Turkey, Ukraine. Latin America and Caribbean: Brazil, Colombia, Costa Rica,
El Salvador, Mexico, Panama, Paraguay, Peru. Sub-Saharan Africa: Botswana, Eritrea, Kenya, Swaziland.

Industrialized countries: Australia, Austria, Belgium, Cyprus, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Hungary, Iceland, Ireland, Japan, Luxembourg,
Malta, Netherlands, New Zealand, Norway, Portugal, Sweden, Switzerland, United Kingdom.

Source: International Labour Organization, LABORSTA database, <http://laborsta.ilo.org>, accessed March 2006.  
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Figure 3.3 Estimated earnings* for women are substantially lower than for men

*Estimated earnings are defined as gross domestic product per capita (measured in US dollars at 2003 prices adjusted for purchasing power parity)
adjusted for wage disparities between men and women.

Source: United Nations Development Programme, Human Development Report 2005: International cooperation at a cross roads: Aid, trade and security
in an unequal world, Oxford University Press for UNDP, New York, 2005, Table 25, pages 299-302.  

Although increasing numbers of
women are entering the workforce,
their expanded participation is not
always matched by an improvement in
children’s welfare. The need for substi-
tute caregivers while mothers are at
work places many children – most
often girls – at risk of being kept out of
or dropping out of school in order to
care for younger siblings or perform
household work, or both. The univer-
sally recognized rights of children to
play, to receive an education and to be
cared for by both parents are at risk,
with negative implications for their
well-being and future economic status.
Evidence of these trends is consistent
across many developing countries.

A recent survey in Nepal shows 
that eldest daughters tend to be 
at greatest risk of being withdrawn
from school to help their working
mothers take care of younger 
siblings and to assume household
responsibilities. Evidence from the
United Republic of Tanzania indicates
that a lack of childcare facilities
forces parents to take their children
to work or pass on childcare respon-
sibilities to their elder siblings.
Increasing female employment in
Peru has resulted in children, particu-
larly girls, dedicating more time to
household activities. Similarly, in
countries in South-East Asia, as more
mothers work outside the home, the

increased need for childcare is met
by older children, aunts and grand-
mothers, who often become the 
primary caregivers of young children
in rural areas. 

See References, page 88.
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Although there are even fewer statistics on
gender asset gaps than on wage disparities, the
evidence available suggests that the pattern of
discrimination is broadly similar across the
developing world. A study covering five Latin

American countries indicates that women own
only a fraction of the land compared with men
(see Figure 3.4, page 42).17 In other regions
where data are available, women face similar
inequalities. For example, in Cameroon, while
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Figure 3.3 Estimated earnings* for women are substantially lower than for men

*Estimated earnings are defined as gross domestic product per capita (measured in US dollars at 2003 prices adjusted for purchasing power parity)
adjusted for wage disparities between men and women.

Source: United Nations Development Programme, Human Development Report 2005: International cooperation at a cross roads: Aid, trade and security
in an unequal world, Oxford University Press for UNDP, New York, 2005, Table 25, pages 299-302.  

Although increasing numbers of
women are entering the workforce,
their expanded participation is not
always matched by an improvement in
children’s welfare. The need for substi-
tute caregivers while mothers are at
work places many children – most
often girls – at risk of being kept out of
or dropping out of school in order to
care for younger siblings or perform
household work, or both. The univer-
sally recognized rights of children to
play, to receive an education and to be
cared for by both parents are at risk,
with negative implications for their
well-being and future economic status.
Evidence of these trends is consistent
across many developing countries.

A recent survey in Nepal shows 
that eldest daughters tend to be 
at greatest risk of being withdrawn
from school to help their working
mothers take care of younger 
siblings and to assume household
responsibilities. Evidence from the
United Republic of Tanzania indicates
that a lack of childcare facilities
forces parents to take their children
to work or pass on childcare respon-
sibilities to their elder siblings.
Increasing female employment in
Peru has resulted in children, particu-
larly girls, dedicating more time to
household activities. Similarly, in
countries in South-East Asia, as more
mothers work outside the home, the

increased need for childcare is met
by older children, aunts and grand-
mothers, who often become the 
primary caregivers of young children
in rural areas. 

See References, page 88.
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women undertake more than 75 per cent 
of agricultural work they own less than 
10 per cent of the land. Comparable disparities
have been identified in Kenya, Nigeria, the
United Republic of Tanzania and other coun-
tries in sub-Saharan Africa.18 In Pakistan,
research reveals that women owned less than 
3 per cent of plots in sampled villages, despite
having the right to inherit land in most villages.19

Where women own assets they have more
control over household decision-making. For
example, in rural Bangladeshi households,
when women’s shares of pre-wedding assets
are higher than their husbands’, their influence
in household decisions is greater and levels of
sickness among their daughters decrease.20

The benefits of ownership can also extend
beyond household bargaining dynamics, with
positive implications for productivity and
growth, particularly in agriculture. Giving
women greater control over land and farm
planning and management can enhance 
agricultural productivity. A study by the
International Food Policy Research Institute
suggests that if gender inequalities were
reduced in Burkina Faso, and men and women
farmers given equal access to quality agricul-
tural inputs and education, agricultural pro-

ductivity could rise by as much as 20 per cent.21

An earlier study on women farmers in Kenya
revealed that crop yields could be increased by
24 per cent if all women farmers were to
receive a primary education.22 Another study
in Bangladesh reached a similar conclusion,
showing that providing women with specific
resources such as high-yielding vegetable seeds
and polyculture fish technology in fish ponds
leased to groups of low-income women has a
greater impact on poverty reduction than
untargeted technology dissemination, which is
more likely to benefit men and more affluent
households.23

Empowering women through other types of
investment can also have positive effects on
economic growth and poverty reduction.
Research indicates that providing women 
with skills training and access to new tech-
nologies gives them greater mobility and
increases their control over resources,
enhances their political awareness and 
reduces instances of domestic violence.24

Where women work matters 

for children

Female participation in the workforce can be
beneficial to children, because it often results

in women gaining greater access to, and con-
trol of, economic resources. But paid employ-
ment for women does not automatically lead
to better outcomes for children. Factors such
as the amount of time women spend working
outside the household, the conditions under
which they are employed and who controls the
income they generate determine how their
employment affects their own well-being and
that of their children. 

Women’s informal employment and its

impact on children

The increased participation of women in the
labour force has not always been matched by
an equivalent improvement in their working
conditions or job security. Women are less like-
ly than men to enjoy job security, working in
positions with low earnings, little financial
security and few or no social benefits. As
growing numbers of women join the labour
force, there has been a parallel increase in
informal and non-standard forms of employ-
ment. In developing countries, the majority of
women workers outside agriculture are concen-
trated in the informal sector. They are more
likely than men to be own-account workers,
domestic workers, industrial outworkers or
unpaid workers in family enterprises.25

By its very nature, informal work is less visible
in national statistics due to the lack of system-
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Figure 3.4 Significant male-female gaps in land ownership in Latin America

Note: No data were available for land jointly titled between women and men in Brazil and Mexico. Totals may not add up to 100 per cent due to rounding.

Source: Grown, Caren, Geeta Rao Gupta and Aslihan Kes,Taking Action: Achieving gender equality and empowering women, UN Millennium Project
Taskforce on Education and Gender Equality, Earthscan, London/Virginia, 2005, page 78.

atic reporting. Collecting accurate and 
comprehensive information on the informal
sector remains problematic because of the
wide-ranging nature of activities, non-formal 
organizational structures and diverse modes 
of operation involved.26

In nearly all developing regions, 60 per cent or
more of women engaged in non-agricultural
work activities are in informal employment.
The exception is North Africa, where women’s
participation in the informal sector is 43 per
cent. Of the developing regions, sub-Saharan
Africa has the highest rate of informally
employed women (84 per cent).27 Individual
developing countries show wide variation
across regions (see Figure 3.5, page 44).  

Women working in the informal sector often
face difficult working conditions, long hours
and unscheduled overtime. The lack of job
security and benefits such as paid sick leave and
childcare provisions can leave women and their
children at a higher risk of poverty.28 When
mothers are poor, engaged in time-intensive,
underpaid and inflexible informal work, and
have little control over their earnings and few
alternative caregivers, children are significantly
more at risk of poor health and growth.29

Such conditions are prevalent in many areas of
both informal employment and low-income

©
 U

N
IC

E
F/

H
Q

05
-1

21
3/

R
og

er
 L

eM
oy

ne

42 T H E  S T A T E  O F  T H E  W O R L D ’ S  C H I L D R E N  2 0 0 7 E Q U A L I T Y I N  E M P L O Y M E N T 43



In the absence of policies to support working
mothers, childbearing and childcare can inter-
rupt women’s careers and permanently constrain
their earning power. Research indicates that
mothers in paid employment tend to earn even
less than other women. According to recent
research in several industrialized countries, one
child could lead to a ‘penalty’ of 6 per cent to 
7 per cent of earnings for women; the penalty
for two children can be as high as 13 per cent.38

Although research shows that quality parental
care is an essential component of child devel-
opment and that the early experiences of 
children have a significant impact on their future
welfare,39 working families are often struggling
to balance the demands of work and childcare.

The demands of work also often leave parents
with less time to spend with their children. A
study from the United Kingdom shows that
parents there are working longer hours or are
increasingly focused on work activities.40

Working long hours can be problematic for
lower-income families, yet many employers do
not regard work-schedule flexibility to be an
option for low-wage workers.41 More than
two thirds of the low-income parents inter-
viewed in a recent study in the United States
reported having at least one child with either a
chronic health issue or a special learning need,
and that they were often unable to devote
quality time to their children without jeopard-
izing their ability to support their families.42

These difficulties are exacerbated by a lack of
affordable, quality, childcare facilities. Children
who receive high-quality childcare that provides
a safe, stable and stimulating environment and
fosters their learning skills demonstrate stronger
mathematical ability, cognitive skills and alert-
ness and exhibit fewer behavioural problems
than children who receive low-quality care.43

In many countries, the absence of state provi-
sions or subsidies results in high-quality child-
care remaining prohibitively expensive for
low-income families. In others, quality child-
care is expensive even for middle-income fami-
lies.44 Parents often rely on extended family
members to care for their children while they
work. Studies conducted in China and in West

Java, Indonesia, for example, show that
grandmothers, in particular, play an active role
in childcare when mothers are away at work.45

The availability of affordable, quality childcare
outside the home increases the probability that
mothers will enter the labour force. In poor
areas in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, access to public
childcare facilities enables mothers to work out-
side the home, in full- or part-time employ-
ment. This also holds true for the Russian
Federation, where subsidized out-of-home
childcare raises maternal and household
incomes and brings mothers into the labour
market. In Kenya, the reduction of childcare
costs has been shown to have a positive correla-
tion with higher wages for working mothers.46

Some countries – notably those Scandinavian
nations with high levels of gender equality as
measured by the GEM (see Chapter 1, page 8)
– have managed to attain and sustain elevated
levels of high-quality, affordable childcare.
One example is Sweden, where municipalities
provide public childcare nurseries and centres,
as well as publicly paid and regulated care for
children in private homes and subsidized pri-
vate childcare centres with fees based on
income.47 In the Netherlands, the Childcare
Act (which entered into force in January
2005) places responsibility for the cost of
childcare jointly on parents, employers and 
the government. The government provides
subsidies directly to parents, who choose the
day-care centre for their children. Employers
are required to contribute one sixth of the 
cost of childcare per employee, while the 
local government monitors quality and regu-
lates operators.48

In many industrialized countries, large compa-
nies have introduced family-friendly initiatives
including parental leave, maternity benefits,
career breaks, flexible hours, childcare
arrangements and work-share schemes (see
Panel, page 46).49 Such initiatives can have
substantial benefits for employers as well as
employees. Working parents and employers
agree that work-schedule flexibility reduces
the conflict between work and family life, giv-
ing parents the opportunity to attend to their
children’s health and educational needs.50

work in the formal sector. One particular area
that has received increasing scrutiny in recent
years is domestic service. Women make up the
majority of domestic workers, most of them
informally employed. When mothers who
work in domestic service take on childcare
responsibilities for the employer’s family, this
often results in a conundrum: The day-to-day
security of the employer’s children is depend-
ent on an employee who has to be away from
her own children in order to work.30

A childcare crisis in the formal sector 

The increasing participation of women in the
labour force is challenging the traditional 
breadwinner-homemaker model of paid work
by men and unpaid work by women. In its
place, a new model is prevalent in many coun-
tries, such as the high-income OECD countries,
transition economies and the rapidly growing
nations of East Asia, where both men and
women engage in paid employment.31 In the
United Kingdom and the United States, for
example, two out of every three families are cur-
rently double-income families.32 In the Russian
Federation, in 52 per cent of households in
which there are young children, all adults between
the ages of 25 and 55 are working. The corre-
sponding figure for Viet Nam is 88 per cent.33

But even as this new model of household
income generation steadily takes root, in gen-
eral women are still expected to take on the
majority of the housework and childcare. As a
result, and in the absence of greater participa-
tion by men in both domestic chores and
childcare, it is becoming increasingly difficult
for working mothers to reconcile work and
family responsibilities.34

Women working in the formal sector are 
more likely to have shorter careers than men
of equivalent age because there may be peri-
ods during their careers when they are unable
to engage in full-time employment. Many
women in high- and middle-income countries
tend either to leave their jobs or work part-
time to raise children – typically between the
ages of 25 and 35 – and return to full-time
employment at a later stage.35 In the
European Union, around half of working
mothers with a child aged six or younger
work part-time.36 These temporary absences
from full-time employment can result in lower
pay or fewer promotions. In addition, posi-
tions that require long working hours, travel
or even relocation may be less of an option
for mothers in paid employment because of
their family commitments.37
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Figure 3.5 Many women across the developing world work in the informal sector
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pregnancy benefits and leave; reduced taxes
for families with many children; penalties for
domestic violence; and equal rights for men
and women with families.12

Initiatives to promote children’s rights often
accompany efforts to advance the rights of
women. One such example occurred in
Rwanda, where in 1999 women parliamentar-
ians played a critical role in the passage of a
law strengthening women’s rights. The new
legislation established women’s right to inherit
land for the first time. In the wake of the
Rwandan genocide, which destroyed and scat-
tered families, the exclusion of women from
land ownership became a critical issue. In
addition to being a violation of their rights,
not allowing women to own land had a nega-
tive impact on such issues as food production
and security, the environment, settlement 
patterns and the livelihood of families and
children left behind. 

Women legislators in Rwanda also actively
advocated for increased spending on health
and education, and for special support for
children with disabilities. In 2006, the Forum
of Women Parliamentarians, a cross-party cau-

cus formed in 2003, worked on and supported
a bill to combat gender-based violence. The
proposed legislation will define gender-based
violence and address crimes committed during
the genocide as well as ongoing violations.13

This activism on the part of women legislators
in Rwanda is not an isolated phenomenon,
but part of a trend that has been apparent in
other countries in the region for several years.
In South Africa, women parliamentarians 
provided significant support for the 1998
Domestic Violence Act. The act makes specific
references to children, defines the different
forms of domestic violence and explains how
children can get a protection order against
their abusers.14 In neighbouring Namibia,
women lawmakers supported groundbreaking
legislation dealing with domestic and sexual
violence, such as the Combating of Rape Act
of 2000, which provides protection against
rape to young girls and boys, and the
Domestic Violence Act of 2003.15

Changing the face of politics

Women in parliament are not only having an
impact on legislation. Their influence extends
beyond their immediate actions and is encour-

the contribution of women is critical both to 
the long-term success of peace processes and
to post-conflict stability.

Women in national politics 

Promoting the interests of children 

and women 

Research on the priorities of women parlia-
mentarians comes mostly from industrialized
countries, where there has been greater scruti-
ny of legislative behaviour than in developing
countries.3 Case studies examining lawmakers’
patterns of bill sponsorship and legislative 
outcomes across a range of industrialized
countries confirm a strong commitment by
women legislators to issues related to children,
women and families. This commitment trans-
lates into both active sponsorship of legisla-
tion in these areas and to ensuring that the
bills become law. A number of studies have
expanded this area of enquiry to developing
countries, with similar findings.4

It would be a mistake to assume on the basis
of these results that every woman legislator
actively advocates on behalf of women and
children; some certainly do not. What the 
following studies indicate, however, is that
many of the issues of particular relevance and
importance to women and children might not
reach parliamentary agendas without the
strong backing of women legislators.

A pioneering study of women legislators in
Latin America found that in the 1993–1994
parliament, women deputies in Argentina were
9.5 per cent more likely to sponsor children
and family bills than their male counterparts.5

Furthermore, despite representing only 14 per
cent of deputies, Argentina’s women parlia-
mentarians introduced no fewer than 78 per
cent of the bills related to women’s rights.6

Recent evidence suggests that this pattern 
of behaviour held true over the subsequent
decade. In 1999, women legislators in
Argentina played a critical role in ensuring the
passage of a law that modified the country’s
penal code to explicitly define sexual crimes
against women and children and toughened
the penalties for such egregious acts. Several

years later, in the 2004–2005 parliament,
women legislators helped pass the Law on the
Integral Protection of the Rights of Children
and Adolescents.7

Other Latin American countries display similar
tendencies. In 1999, women deputies in Costa
Rica initiated and helped pass the Law against
Sexual Exploitation of Minors, together with
reforms of the national penal code that tough-
ened penalties for those convicted of sexual
assault against children and the disabled. In
2003, women senators in Colombia helped
promote groundbreaking equal opportunity
legislation. The laws carry wide-ranging provi-
sions to promote and guarantee the rights of
girls and women, remove obstacles to the exer-
cise of their rights, and incorporate gender-
equitable policies at all levels of the State.8

This pattern of advocacy by women legislators
on behalf of women and children is also found
in industrialized countries. A recent examina-
tion of New Zealand’s parliamentary debates
on childcare and parental leave over a 25-year
period (1975–1999) revealed similar tenden-
cies on the part of women legislators (see
Figure 4.1, page 53).9 In the United Kingdom,
a forthcoming analysis of more than 3 million
words of text from the plenary debates of the
National Assembly of Wales also finds impor-
tant differences between the willingness of
female and male legislators to engage in
debate about childcare.10

Parliamentary advocacy on behalf of children
and families can also bridge party and ideo-
logical lines. Countries where cross-party
alliances of women parliamentarians have 
successfully advanced the cause of women 
and children include Egypt, France, the
Netherlands, South Africa, Sweden, the
Russian Federation and Rwanda.11

In the case of the Russian Federation, an
examination of the role of women legislators
in the 1995–1999 Duma (parliament) shows
that they were able to set aside ideological and
party differences to promote legislation bene-
fiting children and families. The proposed
measures favoured childcare and child 
support; benefits to citizens with children;
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Should one expect the involvement 
of women parliamentarians to lead
to different policy outcomes? The
reasons one can assume women
might act from a different perspec-
tive than their male counterparts are
practical rather than theoretical.

An alternative perspective

In an extensive survey of 187 women
parliamentarians from 65 countries
conducted by the Inter-Parliamentary
Union (IPU) in 1999, the respondents
consistently portrayed women as hav-
ing different priorities from men. Four
out of every five respondents believed 
that women held conceptually different
ideas about society and politics. More
than 90 per cent agreed that women’s
greater participation would bring
about change, and almost 9 out of
every 10 considered that women’s par-
ticipation in the political process signif-
icantly changed political outcomes.

Three reasons women 

politicians are likely to approach 

politics differently

Women’s motivation for entering 

politics is often different from that 

of men. In the IPU survey, 40 per cent
of the respondents stated that they
had entered politics as a result of
their interests in social work and 34
per cent through non-governmental
organizations, as opposed to the
more ‘conventional’ path of party 
politics often embraced by men. This
finding accurately reflects a well-
established tendency among women
to engage in civil society as a way 
of promoting projects that support
household survival, and to focus their
energies at the local level.

Women are often exposed to differ-

ent patterns of socialization and 

have different life experiences than

men and are likely to bring their
experience and expertise to bear on
their political decisions. While impor-
tant changes have been taking place
over the past few decades, in most
countries, women still bear the main
caregiving responsibilities for their
families, including children and the
elderly.

Women are more likely to see them-

selves as representatives of women.

A study of legislators in the United
States, for example, found that
women feel a special responsibility
to represent other women and 
consider themselves more capable 
of representing their interests. In
Northern Ireland, for example,
almost one third of women who 
vote thought a woman would better
represent their interests. 

Why are there still so few

women in politics?

Given their potential contribution to
the political process, an obvious ques-
tion arises: Why then are there still so
few women participating in politics?
The answer is multifaceted and differs
across countries, societies and com-
munities. But several common
threads are outlined below.

Women are unlikely to run for politi-

cal office. While exact numbers are
difficult to come by, existing studies
indicate that women are less likely
than men to run for office. In the
United States, for example, men are
at least 50 per cent more likely to
have investigated how to place their
name on the ballot, or to have dis-
cussed running with potential donors,
party or community leaders, family
members or friends.   

• Double burden of public and private
responsibilities: As the preceding
chapters have shown, women’s work
burdens are generally much heavier
than men’s, leaving less time and
energy for involvement in political
life. In the United States, evidence
shows that as women’s responsibili-
ties for household tasks and care-
giving decrease, their interest in 
running for office increases. 

• A culture of exclusion: In many
countries, both political and financial
networks are controlled by men.
Cultural practices that serve to nur-
ture and consolidate bonds of male
solidarity within these networks,
such as drinking, smoking or golf-
ing, are key stepping stones on the
path to political office. A study in
Thailand found that men typically
dominate recruitment committees
and tend to bypass women candi-
dates, both in order to retain a 
structure they are familiar with and
because they are more likely to know
the male candidates personally. 

• Higher participation in education:
Those women who run for office
successfully, especially in develop-
ing countries, tend to be educated 
to tertiary level at least. Out of the 
187 women from 65 countries sur-
veyed by the IPU in 1999, 73 per cent
held an undergraduate degree and
14 per cent also held graduate
degrees. The lack of women educated
to tertiary levels in many countries can
therefore act as a barrier to their par-
ticipation in politics and government.

Women face an uphill struggle to win

over public opinion. There are very
few statistics about how many
women run but fail to get elected.

Women and politics: Realities and myths

Voter perceptions, however, can
offer an instructive indication. On
average, more than half the people
surveyed in East Asia and the Pacific,
South Asia and sub-Saharan Africa
agreed or strongly agreed that men
make better political leaders than
women, with three quarters sharing
that view in the Middle East and
North Africa. However, in other parts
of the world, the evidence is more
positive. Far fewer respondents
share this view in Latin America and
the Caribbean, and over 80 per cent
in Thailand think that a woman
could be a good prime minister. 

Women leave politics. There is little
data available on whether women
leave office more than men due to
voter hostility or outright violence
sometimes directed against women
who are in office (or try to run for
office). Women pradhans (leaders) 
in West Bengal, India, for example,
revealed that even though women
delivered an amount of public goods
to their villages that was equal to or
higher than that of their male coun-
terparts, villagers were not only less
satisfied with their leadership but

also blamed them for the inadequate
quality of services outside of their
jurisdiction. Perhaps unsurprisingly,
about half of the pradhans said they
would not run again. In Afghanistan,
women candidates in the 2005 elec-
tion were subject to violence and, in
some instances, death threats.

Myths about women in politics

Myths about women in politics, both
positive and negative, abound.
Because such myths rely on unreal-
istic assumptions about women and
politics, they can easily perpetuate
stereotypes and discrimination. Two
such myths are discussed below.

Myth 1: Every woman will make a

difference for women and for chil-

dren. Just because a legislator is a
woman does not mean she will auto-
matically promote legislation that
advances the interests of women
and children. Women in politics are
individuals who can fall anywhere
on a wide spectrum of personality
and ideology. Women legislators are
accountable to constituencies that
represent a wide variety of back-
grounds and interests, and may

often find themselves divided by 
ideological, regional, class or other
differences. Furthermore, they are
members of political parties and
sometimes have to follow party dis-
cipline at the expense of their own
policy preferences. Nonetheless, evi-
dence strongly suggests that, on the
whole, women parliamentarians are
more likely than their male counter-
parts to use their political leverage
to effect change in support of chil-
dren, women and families. 

Myth 2: Women are unsuited to the

‘hard’ jobs. A 2005 IPU tally of min-
isterial portfolios held by women
counted 858 women ministers in
183 countries. The distribution of
portfolios, however, is striking.
While almost a third of all ministeri-
al jobs held by women fell in the
area of family, children, youth and
social affairs or women’s affairs
and education, women accounted
for only 13 ministers of defence
and 9 ministers of the economy
worldwide (or 1.5 per cent and 
1 per cent, respectively). 

See References, page 88.
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Figure 4.2 In most of the countries surveyed, a majority of the public agrees or 

strongly agrees that men make better political leaders than women 

UNICEF calculations are based on data derived from the World Values Survey, Round 4 (1991-2004). 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, Iraq, Islamic Republic of Iran, 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. 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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There are, however, encouraging trends, to 
a large extent due to the introduction of 
quotas in an increasing number of countries.
The number of parliaments where women
account for 30 per cent or more of the legis-
lature – the critical yardstick of women’s 
parliamentary participation recognized by 
the 1995 Beijing Platform for Action – has
increased fourfold in the past 10 years.
Some of the most dramatic changes in
women’s political representation have
occurred in countries formerly ravaged by
conflict, such as Afghanistan where women
were once excluded from politics but now
account for 27.3 per cent of legislators.
Burundi and Timor-Leste are also examples
of post-conflict countries where women now
account for a sizeable number of parliamen-
tarians (30.5 per cent and 25.3 per cent,
respectively). The levels of women’s repre-
sentation in all three countries are examples
of the successful introduction of quotas dur-
ing their political transitions.21

The election of Ellen Johnson-Sirleaf as 
president of Liberia in 2005 and of Michelle
Bachelet to the presidency of Chile in early
2006 marked important moments in the 
history of women’s political leadership in
sub-Saharan Africa and Latin America,
respectively. In Eastern Europe, Latvia
became the first former Soviet Republic to
choose a female president as chief of state in
1999. Finland, Ireland and the Philippines
also currently have women presidents (in the
first two countries the president is the chief
of state, while in the latter the president is
both chief of state and head of government).
Women are heads of government in Bangla-
desh, Germany, Jamaica, New Zealand,
Mozambique, Netherlands Antilles and the
Republic of Korea.22

At the ministerial level, women are less well
represented than they are in parliament. As of
January 2005, women held 858 portfolios in
183 countries, accounting for only 14.3 per
cent of government ministers worldwide.23

Nineteen governments had no women minis-
ters at all, and among those governments that
did include women, most had a token pres-
ence of around one to three women ministers.

As of March 2006, only three countries –
Chile, Spain and Sweden – had achieved 
gender parity in ministerial portfolios. 

Beyond the numbers

Women’s representation in national parlia-
ments is certainly a critical measure of their
political empowerment and of a country’s com-
mitment to ensuring that powerful advocates
for children can be heard. But numbers are
merely a necessary benchmark and not a suffi-
cient condition of women’s empowerment. 
An extensive analysis of gender budgets in
developing countries, undertaken by the
Commonwealth Secretariat, has shown that
changed gender attitudes, even where success-
ful, must be accompanied by adequate
resources as well as the requisite skills.24

aging changes in the priorities and policies 
of national legislators, including  their male
colleagues.

Research suggests that male legislators today
are increasingly aware of the importance of
issues related to women and families, and, 
in many cases, are important partners in pro-
moting gender equality. For example, in the
three Latin American countries cited above
(Argentina, Colombia and Costa Rica), there
is strong support among male legislators for
both women’s issues (68 per cent) and family
and children’s issues (66 per cent). Although
these figures are below the corresponding 
indicators among women legislators (94 
per cent for women’s issues and 79 per cent
for family and children issues), qualitative
research, based on interviews with parliamen-
tarians, suggests that men’s interests in these
issues are on the rise.16

Changes in legislative priorities have been
accompanied by subtle but significant 
transformations of the parliamentary environ-
ment. Two examples of such changes relate 
to parliamentary schedules and the availability
of childcare facilities in national legislatures. 
As a direct result of women entering legisla-
tures in greater numbers, parliaments in sever-
al countries – including South Africa and the
United Kingdom – have amended their sitting

hours to accommodate the schedules of
women with family responsibilities.17

In northern Europe, Sweden’s parliament 
has established a day-care centre for legisla-
tors,18 while in Scotland’s National Assembly,
a crèche was put in place for visiting con-
stituents to “ensure that those with childcare
responsibilities (usually women) can seek out
and meet their representatives.”19

Few women in parliament, but signs 

of progress

Despite the fact that women are often among
the most active political advocates for chil-
dren, women and families, and that increasing
their participation in parliament is a key
objective of the Millennium Development
Goals (specifically MDG 3), the number of
women in national parliaments remains low. 

Women are under-represented in all national
parliaments and in July 2006 accounted for
just under 17 per cent of parliamentarians
worldwide. Ten countries have no women 
parliamentarians, and in more than 40 others
women account for less than 10 per cent 
of legislators. Nordic countries have the 
highest rates of participation, with women 
representing around 40 per cent of parliamen-
tarians in the combined upper and lower
chambers. Arab States rank lowest, with a
regional average of less than 8 per cent.20
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Figure 4.3 Women’s participation in national parliaments across regions

Source: Data are drawn from the Inter-Parliamentary Union database on ‘Women in National Parliaments’, <http://www.ipu.org/wmn-e/classif.htm> 
accessed June 2006.
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study, which examined women’s political 
representation, showed that US states with a
high percentage of women in the legislature
are likely to be more supportive of efforts to
address violence against women, increase child
support, provide women with more extensive
employment and unemployment benefits, and
promote reproductive health care.29

In developing countries, research on the
impact of women in local government is an
emerging area of enquiry. The most compre-
hensive findings currently available come from
India, where in 1998 one third of all leader-
ship positions in village councils were reserved
for women.30 An extensive research project
examining the impact of the reservation policy
initially surveyed 165 village councils in the
state of West Bengal. The study examined the

level of public goods provision in councils that
had reservation policies compared to those
without such quotas. 

The study found that in villages with reserva-
tion policies, investment in drinking-water
facilities was double that of villages without
quotas and that the roads were almost twice
as likely to be in good condition. Furthermore,
major roadways were 20 per cent more likely
to have been recently repaired; new biogas 
(a substitute for cooking fuel and electricity)
projects were introduced in 26 per cent of the
villages with reservation policies (compared to
6 per cent in the villages without quotas); and,
due to active monitoring, the number of visits
by health workers in the six months covered
by the study was significantly higher. These
improvements were highly beneficial to

Governments, in conjunction with women’s
organizations and political parties, have a 
vital role in ensuring women’s empowerment.
They do so by promoting gender-sensitivity
among officials or establishing comprehensive
women’s policy forums, such as women’s 
ministries and equal opportunity bureaus.

A comprehensive study of governments’
responsiveness to violence against women
between 1974 and 1994, for example, found
no linear relationship between the number of
women in parliament and policy initiatives
aimed at reducing violence against women.
Drawing on examples from 36 countries, the
study revealed that governments with a high
representation of women in parliament – such
as Sweden, Finland and Denmark – sometimes
lagged in their anti-violence policies behind
such countries as Australia and Israel where
the presence of women in the legislature was
far weaker. The study concluded that what
matters most in terms of a government’s
response to the needs and interests of women
is not simply the number of women in parlia-
ment. Of equal importance are institutional
mechanisms, such as support from political
parties for women’s rights, and the strength
and coherence of women’s organizations.25

Political parties and women’s groups are 
central to the advancement of women’s partic-
ipation in politics. Parties have a critical func-
tion in recruiting and endorsing candidates 
for elections and putting their weight behind 
specific items in parliamentary agendas.26

Women’s groups often provide the civil society
impetus and expertise that are required to pro-
mote, develop and sustain the legislative initia-
tives and accountability mechanisms that can
advance the rights of women and children 
(see Panel, page 59). 

Women in local politics

Prioritizing investments that benefit

women and girls

The participation of women in local politics
can have an even more immediate and direct
impact on outcomes for women and children
than national legislation or policies. Although
evidence about the behaviour of local politi-
cians is limited, a number of studies from both
industrialized and developing countries indi-
cate that women in local government tend to
prioritize social issues. Moreover, in one
important documented case in the developing
world (India), women’s increasing participa-
tion in local politics has led to a more equi-
table distribution of community resources,
with direct benefits for women and children,
especially girls.

In Norway, children’s issues, and particularly
the lack of childcare spaces, are one of the
most frequently cited reasons for women
entering local politics. A recent study, tracking
data as far back as 1975, shows that during
the first year when women were around some 
30 per cent of local council members, the
number of children receiving benefits increased.
The most significant finding of the Norway
study is that women in local government have
the greatest policy impact early on in their
careers because they bring a new set of con-
cerns to the political agenda.27

In the United States, a 1994 analysis of more
than 9,800 bills introduced in three states over
a two-year period found that women legisla-
tors were twice as likely as their male counter-
parts to sponsor child health bills.28 Another
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Figure 4.4 Women in governance

Source: Data on women in parliament and women ministers are drawn from the 
Inter-Parliamentary Union database on ‘Women in National Parliaments’,
<http://www.ipu.org/wmn-e/classif.htm>, accessed June 2006. Data on women
heads of government are derived from official websites of national governments.

There are at least two ways in which
women’s groups can be an impor-
tant force for political change. First,
these groups often provide support
to women who have been elected to
political office. Second, they conduct
their own advocacy efforts on behalf
of women, children and families.
Across the world, women’s groups
and networks are providing exam-
ples of how grass-roots mobilization
can advance human rights, especial-
ly for the most vulnerable.

Afghanistan: Women’s groups have
provided significant support in mobi-
lizing women to participate in the
presidential and parliamentary elec-
tions and in monitoring the electoral
process. They have also organized
workshops for women refugees in
order to expand their awareness of
their rights.

Australia: Women’s groups, along
with other groups in civil society,
played an important role as advo-

cates for the rights of children in
immigration detention. They have
lobbied for changes in domestic law
and social policy and for improved
services to enhance the ability of
refugee families to rebuild their lives.

Morocco: In 2004, the advocacy 
and awareness-raising efforts of
women’s rights activists associated
with the organization Printemps de
l’Egalité (Spring of Equality) helped
persuade government leaders to
support a landmark family law that
is meant to address women’s
inequality, protect children’s rights
and safeguard men’s dignity.

Mozambique: A campaign against
child marriage by several local
women’s groups contributed to 
the passage of a new family law 
in 2004 that raised the legal age of
marriage without parental consent
from 16 years to 18 years, and with
parental consent from 14 years to 
16 years.

Rwanda: In 2002, women parliamen-
tarians and community leaders col-
laborated during the drafting of a
national convention to support
women’s educational opportunities,
small business loans provided by
rural banks and the creation of a
commission to lobby on behalf of
vulnerable young people.

Tajikistan: The Tajikistan League of
Women Lawyers drafted a national
law on violence, which is currently
pending approval by the president.
The drafting of the law was a diffi-
cult task, but the League organized
32 workshops across the country 
for more than 1,100 participants, 
and eventually succeeded in obtain-
ing the cooperation of local authori-
ties, law enforcement and judicial 
bodies, ministries and other national
institutions.

See References, page 88.

Women’s groups: A force for political change
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Quotas can make an important difference.
Whether legally mandated through constitu-
tional or electoral law – often but not always 
the most effective approach – or based on vol-
untary actions by political leaders, quotas
have led to dramatic changes in women’s
political participation throughout the world.
According to the Inter-Parliamentary Union,
as a result of the introduction of quotas,
Rwanda, for example, jumped from 24th
place in 1995 to 1st place in 2003 in terms of
women’s representation in parliament, while
Costa Rica advanced from 25th in 1994 to

3rd place in 2006. Afghanistan, previously
unranked as women were denied the right to
vote under the Taliban regime, now stands in
the 25th position.39 Similar statistics hold true
for countries as diverse as Argentina, Burundi,
Iraq, Mozambique and South Africa.40

Overall, of the 20 countries in the world with
the most women in parliament, 17 (or 85 per
cent) are using some form of quota system (see
Figures 5.1 and 5.2, pages 78 and 80). While
quotas are most widely used to increase the
political representation of women in national

Quotas have proved effective in
increasing the participation of
women in politics in countries across
the world. The mechanisms by
which they apply vary widely and
have differing effects in each coun-
try. As a means to understanding the
concept of quotas, the following def-
initions and associated terms are
presented, as classified by the
International Institute for Democracy
and Electoral Assistance, an inter-
governmental organization whose
mandate is to support sustainable
democracy worldwide.

• Gender quota systems aim to
ensure that women constitute at
least a ‘critical minority’ of 20, 30 or
40 per cent of legislators, or a true
gender balance of 50 per cent. In
some countries quotas are applied
as a temporary measure, that is to
say, until the barriers to women’s
entry into politics are removed. Most
countries with quotas, however,
have not limited their use over time.

• Legal quotas regulate the proceed-
ings of all political parties in a coun-
try and may also prescribe sanctions
in case of non-compliance. Legal

quotas can be mandated in a 
country’s constitution (as in Burkina
Faso, Nepal, the Philippines and
Uganda) or by law, usually elec-
toral (as in many parts of Latin
America and, for example, in
Belgium, Bosnia and Herzegovina,
Serbia and Sudan).

• Voluntary party quotas are decided
by one or more political parties in a
country. In some countries, includ-
ing Argentina, Bolivia, Ecuador,
Germany, Italy, Norway and
Sweden, several political parties
have some type of quota. In many
others, only one or two parties
have opted to use quotas. If the
leading party in a country uses a
quota, such as the African National
Congress in South Africa, this can
have a significant impact on the
overall rate of female representa-
tion. Most of the world’s political
parties, however, do not employ
any kind of quota at all.

Quotas can target different

parts of the selection and 

nomination process

• The first stage involves finding
aspirants, or those willing to be

considered for nomination, either
by a primary or by the nominations
committee and other parts of the
party organization. Gender quotas
at this stage are rules that demand
that a certain number or percent-
age of women or either sex be rep-
resented in the pool of potential
candidates. This has been used in
countries with plurality-majority
electoral systems, like the contro-
versial ‘women’s short lists’ in the
United Kingdom. 

• At the nomination stage, quotas
are applied to the nomination of
candidates to be placed on the
party ballot. This implies that a rule
(legal or voluntary) requires that,
for instance 20, 30, 40 or even 
50 per cent of the candidates 
must be women. 

• At the electoral stage, quotas are
applied as ‘reserved seats’, where 
a certain percentage or number
among those elected must be
women. Increasingly, gender quo-
tas are being introduced using
reserved seat systems.

See References, page 88.

Quotas: One size does not fit all

rights laws and principles must necessarily be
upheld over male-biased customary laws and
traditional practices. National legal reforms in
property law and inheritance rights represent
one of the most direct strategies for increasing
women’s access to land and property. In the
wake of land reform in Costa Rica, for exam-
ple, women represented 45 per cent of land-
titled beneficiaries between 1990 and 1992,
compared with only 12 per cent before the
reform. Similarly, in Colombia, after a ruling
in 1996 on joint titling, land titled jointly to
couples made up 60 per cent of land adjudica-
tions, compared to 18 per cent in 1995.35

No compromise on protecting women

and girls 

Legislative reform is likely to require different
actions in different legal contexts. The fulfil-
ment of the rights of women and girls in one
country may be contingent upon the abolition
or amendment of discriminatory legislation. In
other countries, equal access to justice and
legal protection may require the enactment of
new laws or specific mechanisms that neutral-
ize the power of other legal structures – such

as customary laws and religious codes – which
often discriminate against women.36 However,
while understanding that customary law and
religious codes are important, efforts at har-
monizing these codes with statutory law can-
not be conducted at the expense of the rights
and well-being of women and girls. 

Quotas can encourage women’s

participation in politics

Chapter 4 showed that, whether women are
transforming political processes, directly repre-
senting the interests of women and children, 
or inspiring the next generation of girls, the
political participation of women is vital for
children. With Kuwait granting women the
right to vote and stand for election in May
2005, there are now very few countries with
elected parliaments where women do not have
the right to vote and stand for public office.37

But while the legal barriers to entry into poli-
tics and government for women have been
removed, women still account for only one
out of every six national parliamentarians in
the world.38

Figure 5.1 The majority of countries with the most women in parliament 

use political quotas

* There are several types of quotas, including (1) constitutional quotas; (2) election law quotas; and (3) political party quotas
for electoral candidates. For definitions, see Panel, page 79.

Sources: Data are drawn from the Inter-Parliamentary Union database on ‘Women in National Parliaments’,
<http://www.ipu.org/wmn-e/classif.htm>, accessed May 2006. The figures for those legislatures using quotas are derived from
the Global Database of Quotas for Women, <http://www.quotaproject.org/country.cfm>, also accessed May 2006. 

Lower or single house of parliament

Date of % of women Does the country Types of 

Rank Country elections in parliament have a quota? quota*

1 Rwanda September 2003 48.8 Yes 1
2 Sweden September 2002 45.3 Yes 3
3 Costa Rica February 2006 38.6 Yes 2,3
4 Norway September 2005 37.9 Yes 3
5 Finland March 2003 37.5 No -
6 Denmark February 2005 36.9 Yes 3
7 Netherlands January 2003 36.7 Yes 3
8 Cuba January 2003 36.0 No -
8 Spain March 2004 36.0 Yes 3

10 Argentina October 2005 35.0 Yes 1, 2, 3
11 Mozambique December 2004 34.8 Yes 3
12 Belgium May 2003 34.7 Yes 2,3
13 Austria November 2003 33.9 Yes 3
14 Iceland May 2003 33.3 Yes 3
15 South Africa April 2004 32.8 Yes 3
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women and children. Involving women in the
early stages of policy development help ensure
that programmes will be designed with the
needs of women and children in mind. 

Grass-roots women’s movements are vocal 
and active champions of women’s equality and
empowerment and have campaigned success-
fully for CEDAW and other conventions man-
dated to improve the situation of women and
girls at the international level. The benefit of
women’s groups is even more evident at the
local level, where they are working to improve
the quality of life for their families.

Engaging men and boys

Men can make a crucial contribution to 
ending gender discrimination. Globally, 
men continue to dominate decision-making
processes in households, economies and 
governments. In addition, men’s participation
in initiatives to promote gender mainstreaming
and gender equality remains low. Such initia-
tives may be perceived as a threat to their 
status and power. 

By making child-friendly choices and support-
ing women in their capacities as decision-
makers, men can be powerful allies in the
struggle for women’s equality. Evidence shows
that men are more likely to be active, hands-
on fathers when they feel positive about them-
selves and their relationship with the child’s
mother, when they have support for active
involvement in their children’s lives from 
family and friends, and when they are in 
employment.47

Involving men

Men are often the dominant household 
decision-makers, yet they tend to be over-
looked by programmes that improve condi-
tions for women and children.48 In one Indian
state, for instance, researchers discovered that
advocacy campaigns on nutrition were target-
ed to women, even though approximately 
20 per cent of fathers made the decisions
regarding children’s nutrition.49

UNICEF’s experience shows that programmes
that focus on males provide ways to promote
positive gender socialization. Programmes that

parliaments, to date there are 30 countries that
have constitutional or statutory quotas at the
subnational level. In India, for example, the
results have been dramatic, as one third of
seats in all local legislatures are reserved for
women by a constitutional amendment. This
stands in contrast to the national parliament,
where women account for less than 10 per cent
of all parliamentarians.41

Quotas are also gaining increasing recognition
as a potentially effective vehicle for ensuring
women’s representation at the peace table. In
1999, for example, after women were key par-
ticipants in helping settle hostilities in south-
ern Sudan, the United Nations Development
Fund for Women partnered with a local
organization on the ‘People to People’ peace
process, which reserved a third of the seats in
local and regional peace reconciliation meet-
ings for women.42 Similarly, in South Africa,
41 per cent of the commissioners of the 
Truth and Reconciliation Commission were
women.43 Neither of these examples, however,
involves formal peace processes. At present,
no examples of such quotas exist. 

While they can be effective, however, quotas 
are no panacea. To be effective, quotas have to
match the electoral system of a country; unless

they do, and unless commitments are reinforced
by a political system in which rules matter and
failure to comply carries consequences, the role
of quotas is merely symbolic.44

Women empowering women

One of the most important and effective
avenues for women’s empowerment is the
dynamic of cooperation among women.
Informal women’s collectives organize around
such issues as nutrition, food distribution,
education and shelter, contributing to an
improved standard of living for women, their
families and communities.45 But even though
women’s social networks tend to be wider
than those of men, they tend to command
fewer economic resources.46

Women’s groups need to be recognized as
important agents of empowerment and 
development. Governments and development
agencies must include them in poverty reduc-
tion strategies and nurture long-term partner-
ships. By working with women’s organizations
at the community level and channelling devel-
opment resources through them, international
development agencies can help increase the
likelihood that resources will reach the most
vulnerable members of poor communities –
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Figure 5.2 Countries with the most women in parliament are also the most likely to
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Note: Quotas include constitutional quotas, election law quotas and political party quotas for electoral candidates.

Sources: Women in parliament from the Inter-Parliamentary Union database on ‘Women in National Parliaments’, <http://www.ipu.org/wmn-e/classif.htm>,
accessed May 2006. The figures for those legislatures using quotas are derived from the Global Database of Quotas for Women, 
<www.quotaproject.org/country.cfm>, also accessed May 2006.
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• Women’s participation in national and local
governments: The Inter-Parliamentary
Union collects data on the number of
women in parliaments and how the num-
bers have changed over time.60 Data 
on women’s participation in local govern-
ment are relatively scarce, however, although
United Cities and Local Governments has
collected data in more than 70 countries.61

• Women in peace negotiations and peace-
building: No systematic data are available
on women participating as parties to peace
negotiations. With the exception of the sta-
tistics made available by the UN Department
of Peacekeeping Operations, no systematic
data are available about women involved in
different dimensions of peace-building.

In some areas, collection of data is much more
difficult than in others. Collecting data on 
violence and trafficking, for example, poses
more methodological problems than data on
women in national parliaments. However, the
lack of data in many key areas reflects not the
difficulties of data collection, but rather the

significant discrepancy between the resources
invested in the excellent and careful collection
of data in some areas, and lack of data in oth-
ers. In other words, it is not only a question of
capacity but also one of political will to invest
in data collection. 

When statistics are a priority, even if difficult
to collect, they are there. Financial statistics
such as inflation, for example, are not easy to
collect as they require detailed and rapidly
updated economic information, yet they are
available almost universally – even in the
poorest countries. But many countries, partic-
ularly poorer ones, do not currently have the
statistical capacity to regularly collect the most
basic disaggregated statistical series, let alone
in areas such as informal employment, time
use and wages.

While country-led censuses and surveys are 
the centrepiece of statistical collection, other
approaches can rapidly produce data even
where statistical capacity is limited. The
Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey, a household
survey programme developed by UNICEF to
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Figure 5.3 In many countries sex-disaggregated data are not available for key indicators 

*Data refer to the most recent year available during the period specified.

Note: ‘Countries with data’ includes only countries where data are based on censuses, surveys or other sources, not countries where data are derived
from modelled estimates. aData from censuses only. bIncludes only data from national surveys. An additional 30 countries have surveys covering part of
the country. 

Source: United Nations, Department of Social and Economic Affairs, The World’s Women 2005: Progress in statistics, United Nations, New York, 2006. 

UNICEF has joined with other UN agencies
and institutions to create a partnership dedi-
cated to producing more comprehensive and
accurate data.53

• Violence against women: Only 38 countries in
the world have conducted at least one nation-
al survey on violence against women since
1995. A further 30 countries have surveys
completed that cover parts of the country.54

• Enrolment, school attendance and literacy:
While there are significant data disaggregated
by sex on school enrolment, sex-disaggregated
data on literacy and school attendance are
available for only 112 and 96 countries,
respectively. Efforts to compile and release
sex-disaggregated data on female comple-
tion rates at the primary, secondary and 
tertiary levels of education must also be
strengthened.55

• Labour force, unemployment and occupa-
tional distribution: Just over half the world’s
204 countries and territories provided sex-

disaggregated data on these fundamental
areas of work, with only 105 providing data
on occupational segregation by sex.56

• Wage statistics: This is a vital area where
discrimination affects women and their chil-
dren, and yet just under half (52) of the 108
countries or territories that reported wage
data were also able to provide disaggrega-
tion by sex. Europe and Asia account for
almost three quarters of these countries.57

• Informal employment: Even with an interna-
tionally agreed-upon definition of informal
employment, only 60 countries have pro-
duced data on informal employment, and 
in many cases these statistics are not fully
comparable.58

• Unpaid work and time use: Since 1995, 
67 countries or areas have conducted time 
use surveys, with again the vast majority in
CEE/CIS and South and East Asia. Only
seven countries in Africa and three in South
America have collected such data.59

Advocacy initiatives designed to
educate men and women on the
benefits of gender equality and joint
decision-making can help nurture a
more cooperative relationship
between them.

A Brazilian non-governmental 
organization, Instituto Promundo, 
is implementing one such gender-
sensitive programme, with positive
results for women, men and 
children. Program H (the H refers 
to homens, or men in Portuguese)
encourages young men to respect
their partners, to avoid using vio-
lence against women, and to take
precautions to avoid HIV and other
sexually transmitted infections.

Through a creative blend of radio
announcements, billboards and
dances, Promundo challenges tradi-
tional male attitudes by promoting
the idea that it is ‘cool and hip’ to be
a more gender-equitable man. 

Evaluations of the group meetings,
where young men discuss the conse-
quences of high-risk lifestyle choices,
show that men who complete the
programme are less likely to support
traditional gender norms (for exam-
ple, the belief that childcare is a
woman’s job and that there are times
when a woman deserves to be beat-
en). The number of young male 
participants (aged 15 to 28) who 
supported the statement that “a

woman’s most important role is to
take care of the home and cook”
declined from 41 per cent in the
pretest to 29 per cent after comple-
tion of the programme.

The success of the Program H initia-
tive in Brazil has inspired similar
programmes in other countries 
in the region, as well as in Asia, 
sub-Saharan Africa and the United
States. In India, for example, where
programmes modelled on the
Program H approach have been
adopted, preliminary findings sug-
gest that men’s attitudes towards
women have changed.

See References, page 88.
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