
Foeticide and infanticide

Gender discrimination begins early.
Modern diagnostic tools for pregnan-
cy have made it possible to determine
a child’s sex in the earliest phase.
Where there is a clear economic or
cultural preference for sons, the mis-
use of these techniques can facilitate
female foeticide. Although there is no
conclusive evidence to confirm such
illegal misuse, birth histories and 
census data reveal an unusually high
proportion of male births and male
children under five in Asia, notably 
in China and India, suggesting sex-
selective foeticide and infanticide in
the world’s two most populous coun-
tries – despite initiatives to eradicate
these practices in both countries. 

The middle years 

A principal focus of the middle years
of childhood and adolescence is
ensuring access to, and completion
of, quality primary and secondary
education. With a few exceptions, it 
is mostly girls who suffer from educa-
tional disadvantage. 

Primary education

For every 100 boys out of school,
there are 115 girls in the same situa-
tion. Though the gender gap has 
been closing steadily over the past
few decades, nearly 1 of every 5 girls
who enrols in primary school in
developing countries does not com-
plete a primary education. Missing
out on a primary education deprives a
girl of the opportunity to develop to
her full potential. Research has shown
that educated women are less likely 
to die in childbirth and are more likely
to send their children to school.
Evidence indicates that the under-
five mortality rate falls by about 
half for mothers with primary 
school education. 

Secondary education

Recent UNICEF estimates indicate 
that an average of only 43 per cent 
of girls of the appropriate age in the
developing world attend secondary
school. There are multiple reasons 
for this: There may simply be no 
secondary school for girls to attend –
many developing countries and
donors have traditionally focused 
on offering universal primary educa-
tion and neglected to allocate the
resources to increase enrolment and
attendance in secondary education. 
A girl’s parents may conclude that
they cannot afford secondary educa-
tion or may take the traditional view
that marriage should be the limit of
her ambitions.

Secondary education has multiple
benefits for women and children. 
It is singularly effective in delaying
the age at which a young woman first
gives birth and it can enhance free-
dom of movement and maternal
health. It also strengthens women’s
bargaining power within households
(see Chapter 2), and is a crucial factor
in providing opportunities for women’s
economic and political participation
(see Chapters 3 and 4).

Adolescence

Among the greatest threats to adoles-
cent development are abuse, exploita-
tion and violence, and the lack of vital
knowledge about sexual and repro-
ductive health, including HIV/AIDS. 

Female genital mutilation/cutting

Female genital mutilation/cutting
(FGM/C) involves partial or total
removal of, or other injuries to,
female genitalia for cultural, non-
medical reasons. The practice of
FGM/C mainly occurs in countries in
sub-Saharan Africa, the Middle East

and North Africa and some parts of
South-East Asia. It is estimated that
more than 130 million women and
girls alive today have been subjected
to FGM/C. FGM/C can have grave
health consequences, including the
failure to heal, increased susceptibility
to HIV infection, childbirth complica-
tions, inflammatory diseases and uri-
nary incontinence. Severe bleeding
and infection can lead to death. 

Child marriage and premature

parenthood

Child or early marriage refers to 
marriages and unions where one or
both partners are under the age of 18.
Globally, 36 per cent of women aged
20–24 were married or in union before
they reached their 18th birthday, most
commonly in South Asia and sub-
Saharan Africa. Child marriage is a
long-standing tradition in areas where
it is practised, making protest some-
times barely possible. Parents may
consent to child marriages out of 
economic necessity, or because they
believe marriage will protect girls
from sexual assault and pregnancy
outside marriage, extend girls’ child-
bearing years or ensure obedience to
their husband’s household.

Premature pregnancy and motherhood
are an inevitable consequence of child
marriage. An estimated 14 million ado-
lescents between 15 and 19 give birth
each year. Girls under 15 are five times
more likely to die during pregnancy
and childbirth than women in their
twenties. If a mother is under 18, her
baby’s chance of dying in the first year
of life is 60 per cent greater than that
of a baby born to a mother older than
19. Even if the child survives, he or she
is more likely to suffer from low birth-
weight, undernutrition and late physi-
cal and cognitive development.

Gender discrimination across the life cycle

Sexual abuse, exploitation and

trafficking

The younger girls are when they first
have sex, the more likely it is that
intercourse has been imposed on
them. According to a World Health
Organization study, 150 million girls
and 73 million boys under the age of
18 experienced forced sexual inter-
course or other forms of physical and
sexual violence in 2002. The absence
of a minimum age for sexual consent
and marriage exposes children to
partner violence in some countries.

An estimated 1.8 million children are
involved in commercial sex work.
Many are forced into it, whether they
are sold into sexual slavery by des-
perately poor families or abducted
and trafficked into brothels or other
exploitative environments. Children
exploited in the commercial sex
industry are subjected to neglect, 
sexual violence and physical and 
psychological abuse.

Sexual and reproductive health  

Because unprotected sex carries 
the risk of pregnancy and sexually
transmitted infection, including HIV,
knowledge of sexual and reproductive
health is essential for the safety of
young people. Information alone 
cannot provide protection, but it is
certainly a first step. Nonetheless,
adolescents around the world contin-
ue to have limited knowledge of
reproductive health issues and the
risks they face.

HIV/AIDS

By 2005, nearly half of the 39 million
people living with HIV were women. 
In parts of Africa and the Caribbean,
young women (aged 15–24) are up to
six times more likely to be infected
than young men their age. Women

are at greater risk of contracting HIV
than men. One important explanation
is physiological – women are at least
twice as likely as men to become
infected with HIV during sex. The
other crucial, and largely reversible,
factor is social – gender discrimina-
tion denies women the negotiating
power they need to reduce their risk
of infection. High rates of illiteracy
among women prevent them from
knowing about the risks of HIV infec-
tion and possible protection strate-
gies. A survey of 24 sub-Saharan
African countries reveals that two
thirds or more of young women lack
comprehensive knowledge of HIV
transmission.

The dramatic increase in infection
among women heightens the risk of
infection among children. Infants
become infected through their moth-
ers during pregnancy, childbirth or
breastfeeding. In 2005, more than 
2 million children aged 14 years or
younger were living with HIV.

Motherhood and old age

Two key periods in many women’s
lives when the pernicious effects of
both poverty and inequality can com-
bine are motherhood and old age. 

Maternal mortality

It is estimated that each year more
than half a million women – roughly
one woman every minute – die as a
result of pregnancy complications and
childbirth. Some 99 per cent of all
maternal deaths occur in developing
countries, with over 90 per cent of
those in Africa and Asia. Two thirds of
maternal deaths in 2000 occurred in
13 of the world’s poorest countries.
The same year, India alone accounted
for one quarter of all maternal deaths.
One out of every 16 sub-Saharan

African women will die as a result of
pregnancy or childbirth, compared to
just 1 out of every 4,000 in industrial-
ized countries. Moreover, motherless 
newborns are between 3 and 10 times
more likely to die than newborns
whose mothers survive.

Many of these women’s lives could be
saved if they had access to basic
health care services, including skilled
attendants at all births and emer-
gency obstetric care for women who
develop complications. 

Women in old age

Elderly women may face double 
discrimination on the basis of both 
gender and age. Women tend to live
longer than men, may lack control of
family resources and can face dis-
crimination from inheritance and
property laws. Many older women 
are plunged into poverty at a time of
life when they are very vulnerable.
Only a few developing countries have
safety nets for older people in the
form of non-contributory or means-
tested pensions.

Grandmothers in particular possess a
great deal of knowledge and experi-
ence related to all aspects of maternal
and child health and care. In many
families, they are a mainstay of child-
care for working parents. Experience
has shown that children’s rights are
advanced when programmes that
seek to benefit children and families
also include elderly women.

See References, page 88.
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Institutional discrimination is harder to 
identify and rectify. Cultural traditions can
perpetuate inequality and discrimination from
generation to generation, as gender stereotypes
remain accepted and unchallenged. 

The unequal division of household labour,
such as requiring girls and women to trek
many kilometres to fetch water and fire-
wood, or the uneven allocation of household
resources, such as giving women and girls
less food or medical care, are examples 
of more subtle forms of inequality. These
ingrained forms of discrimination often keep
individuals, families and societies trapped in
poverty and undermine economic, political
and social development. 

If poverty is to become history, then gender
inequality must first be eliminated. Bold 
initiatives and unflinching determination 

are required to end individual and institu-
tional gender discrimination. Attitudes, cus-
toms and values that are detrimental to
women and girls must be confronted. No
history, legacy, religion or cultural tradition
can justify inequality and disempowerment. 

The double dividend 

of gender equality

Despite ingrained gender inequality, the status
of women has improved in the past three
decades. An increased awareness of discrimina-
tory practices and outcomes – including physi-
cal and sexual violence, female genital
mutilation/cutting (FGM/C), disproportionate
numbers affected by HIV/AIDS and female
illiteracy, among others – has fostered greater
demand for change. By promoting legal and
social reforms, proponents of gender equality
have begun to reshape the social and political 

Attitudes, beliefs and practices that
serve to exclude women are often
deeply entrenched, and in many
instances closely associated with 
cultural, social and religious norms.
Surveys, opinion polls and case stud-
ies provide a good indication of the
prevalence of gender discrimination
in many countries. 

A Gallup Poll conducted in five Latin
American countries (Argentina,
Brazil, Colombia, El Salvador and
Mexico) found that half of the
respondents believed society favours
men over women. In Brazil, only 20
per cent of respondents, both men
and women, believe that society
treats both sexes equally, while more
than half of respondents in that coun-
try, and in neighbouring Argentina,
consider that women and men do 
not enjoy equal job opportunities.
Although these results are drawn
from a small sample, they may well
be indicative of a broader recognition
of gender discrimination in society.

Examining social attitudes on specific
issues, such as access to education
and income-generating opportunities
for women, reveals even more clear-
ly the extent of gender discrimina-
tion and how it compares across
countries. The World Values Survey
reveals that an alarmingly large
number of men – who, as this report
will show, often hold power in the
household allocation of resources 
for vital services such as education
and health care – believe that univer-
sity education is more important for
a boy than for a girl (see Figure 1.2,
page 6 ). 

Around two thirds of male respon-
dents in Bangladesh indicate that uni-
versity education for boys should be

prioritized over that of girls – an opin-
ion echoed by around one third or
more of male respondents from the
Islamic Republic of Iran, Mexico and
Uganda, among others. In some coun-
tries, men’s opinions on this particular
issue were less discriminatory, with
only 1 out of every 10 male respon-
dents in China and less than 1 out of
every 13 male respondents in the
United States holding the same view.

These views on education are largely
mirrored in attitudes to women’s work
and participation in politics. More
than 80 per cent of men in seven
countries surveyed in the Middle East
and North Africa believe that when
jobs are scarce, men have more right
to work than women, and that they
make better political leaders than
women. In other regions, the propor-
tion of men holding these views is
lower, but still significant.

The survey revealed that women’s
views can also be equally discrimina-
tory towards their own sex, if not
quite as extreme. A surprisingly large
number of women respondents from
the survey agreed or strongly agreed
with the statement that men make
better political leaders than women –
including over half of women respon-
dents from Bangladesh, China,
Islamic Republic of Iran and Uganda,
over one third from Albania and
Mexico, and one out of every five
from the United States. This under-
lines the fact that discriminatory atti-
tudes towards women and girls are
not simply held by men, but also
reflect norms and perceptions that
may be shared by the entire society.
Research has shown that when
women set aside these norms and the
pressure to conform is relaxed, their
choices and values are very different. 

While such opinion polls and surveys
offer a window into the views of 
societies, they cannot show the true
extent of gender discrimination.
Quantifiable indicators are needed 
in order to gain a clearer picture of the
inequalities and inequities produced
by gender discrimination against
women and girls. But as many nation-
al and international surveys and cen-
suses are often not disaggregated by
sex, such indicators are relatively
scarce. Nonetheless, the data avail-
able point to a clear conclusion: gen-
der inequalities remain stubbornly
entrenched in all regions of the world.

An attempt to capture gender discrim-
ination in a single indicator is the
United Nations Development Pro-
gramme Gender Empowerment
Measure (GEM), which assesses gen-
der equality in key areas of economic
and political participation in decision-
making. The measure includes esti-
mated earned income (a crucial
determinant of a family member’s
influence on household decisions), the
percentage of women working in sen-
ior positions and the percentage of
women in parliament. Gender
empowerment as measured by GEM
is lowest in countries in the Middle
East and North Africa and South Asia,
and highest in industrialized countries,
although there is wide variation
across regions.

While poorer countries tend to have
lower levels of gender empower-
ment, there is no clear evidence that
gender inequalities automatically
diminish at higher levels of income.
Accordingly, low income need not be
a barrier to higher levels of gender
empowerment.

See References, page 88.

Gender discrimination and inequalities across regions
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sub-Saharan Africa – conducted by the
International Food Policy Research Institute, 
a leading global research organization on
hunger and nutrition, there is a clear link
between regional differences in children’s
nutritional status and women’s decision-making
power. Where women have low status and are
denied a voice in household decisions, they 
are more likely to be undernourished them-
selves and less likely to have access to
resources that they can direct towards chil-
dren’s nutrition.21 In South Asia, where
between 40 per cent and 60 per cent of
women are underweight,22 approximately 
45 per cent of children were born with low

birthweight in 2005 – the highest incidence of
underweight births in the world.23

The same study concluded that if men and
women had equal influence in decision-
making,24 the incidence of underweight 
children under three years old in South Asia
could fall by up to 13 percentage points,
resulting in 13.4 million fewer undernourished
children.25 In sub-Saharan Africa, where one 
in every six women and around one third 
of children under the age of five are under-
weight,26 increasing gender equality would
have smaller but still significant benefits for
children’s nutritional status. It would reduce

welfare-related goals and are more likely to use
their influence and the resources they control
to promote the needs of children in particular
and of the family in general.16 Case studies
conducted in the developing world indicate
that women who have greater influence in
household decisions can significantly improve
their children’s nutritional status. Educating
women also results in multiple benefits for
children, improving their survival rates, nutri-
tional status and school attendance.17

Women prioritize nutrition 

Throughout the developing world, one out of
every four children – roughly 146 million chil-

dren – under the age of five is underweight.18

Among developing regions, child undernutrition
is most severe in South Asia and, to a lesser
extent, sub-Saharan Africa.19 For children whose
nutritional status is deficient, common child-
hood ailments such as diarrhoea and respiratory
infections can be fatal. Undernourished children
who survive the early years of childhood often
have low levels of iodine, iron, protein and ener-
gy, which can contribute to chronic sickness,
stunting or reduced height for age, and impaired
social and cognitive development.20

According to a study of three regions – Latin
America and the Caribbean, South Asia and

Every year, as many as 275 million
children worldwide become caught in
the crossfire of domestic violence
and suffer the full consequences of a
turbulent home life. Violence against
children involves physical and psy-
chological abuse and injury, neglect
or negligent treatment, exploitation
and sexual abuse. The perpetrators
may include parents and other close 
family members. 

Children who survive abuse often
suffer long-term physical and psy-
chological damage that impairs
their ability to learn and socialize,
and makes it difficult for them to
perform well in school and develop
close and positive friendships.
Children who grow up in a violent
home are more likely to suffer
abuse compared to children who
have a peaceful home life. Studies
from some of the largest countries
in the developing world, including
China, Colombia, Egypt, India,
Mexico, the Philippines and 
South Africa, indicate a strong 
correlation between violence
against women and violence 
against children.

The behavioural and psychological
consequences of growing up in a vio-
lent home can be just as devastating
for children who are not directly
abused themselves. Children who are
exposed to violence often suffer
symptoms of post-traumatic stress
disorder, such as bed-wetting or night-
mares, and are at greater risk than
their peers of suffering from allergies,
asthma, gastrointestinal problems,
depression and anxiety. Primary-
school-age children who are exposed
to domestic violence may have more
trouble with schoolwork and show
poor concentration and focus. They
are also more likely to attempt suicide
and abuse drugs and alcohol.

The incidence of sexual violence in
domestic settings is well known.
Recent studies indicate high levels 
of sexual violence in childhood – 
up to 21 per cent according to a 
multi-country study conducted by 
the World Health Organization – with
girls far more likely to be abused than
boys. Sexual and gender-based vio-
lence is prevalent in schools and 
colleges, with much of the violence
directed towards girls.

Working in someone’s home can 
also entail the risk of violence. Child
domestic workers – often girls under
16 – have indicated severe abuse at
the hands of their employers, includ-
ing physical punishment, sexual
harassment and humiliation. Unlike
other forms of domestic violence,
much of the humiliation and physical
punishment is perpetrated by women,
although girls in particular are also
vulnerable to sexual violence from
men living in the household. 

The consequences of domestic vio-
lence can span generations. The
effects of violent behaviour tend to
stay with children long after they
leave the childhood home. Boys who
are exposed to their parents’ domes-
tic violence are twice as likely to
become abusive men as are the sons
of non-violent parents. Furthermore,
girls who witness their mothers
being abused are more likely to
accept violence in a marriage than
girls who come from non-violent
homes.  

Although they often lack the means to
protect themselves, abused women

Domestic violence against children

often provide protection for children
who are exposed to domestic vio-
lence. But without the legal or eco-
nomic resources to prosecute abusive
spouses, countless women and chil-
dren remain trapped in harmful situa-
tions. Government-led efforts to create
protective policies for victims of
domestic violence require a parallel
effort to change social attitudes that
condone such violence. 

Shattering the silence that surrounds
domestic violence is key to ending
violent behaviour in the home. The
Report of the Independent Expert for
the United Nations Study on Violence
against Children represents a crucial
step towards unmasking the issue of
violence against children, including
abuses perpetrated in the household.
The report’s six guiding principles –
quoted at right – are clear, none more
so than the first: No violence against

children is justifiable. Its recommen-
dations are comprehensive, with over-
arching precepts complemented by
specific measures to combat violence
against children in the home and fam-
ily, in schools and other educational
settings, in care and justice systems,

in the workplace and community.
These measures also include advising
governments to establish an
ombudsperson or commission for
children’s rights in accordance with
the ‘Paris Principles’. The report 
advocates for the establishment 
of a Special Representative to the
Secretary-General on Violence against
Children to advocate at the interna-

tional level, in conjunction with
UNICEF, the World Health Organi-
zation and the Office of the UN High
Commissioner for Human Rights, and
the creation of a UN inter-agency
group on violence against children,
with representation from NGOs and
children themselves.

See References, page 88.

The guiding principles of the Report of the Independent Expert

for the United Nations Study on Violence against Children

• No violence against children is justifiable. Children should never 
receive less protection than adults.

• All violence against children is preventable. States must invest in 
evidence-based policies and programmes to address factors that 
give rise to violence against children.

• States have the primary responsibility to uphold children’s rights to 
protection and access to services, and to support families’ capacity 
to provide children with care in a safe environment.

• States have the obligation to ensure accountability in every case 
of violence.

• The vulnerability of children to violence is linked to their age and 
evolving capacity. Some children, because of gender, race, ethnic 
origin, disability or social status, are particularly vulnerable.

• Children have the right to express their views, and to have these views
taken into account in the implementation of polices and programmes.

24 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 25



intellectual development.52 Researchers esti-
mate that one in three children living in the
US – numbering roughly 24 million – live in
homes without their biological fathers.53

Evidence shows that children can suffer emo-
tionally and psychologically if they feel that they

are not part of a family that conforms to what
is considered ‘normal’ in their community.54

A recent study examining the issue of family
life from a male perspective revealed that most
men aspire to be good fathers and to care for

shared responsibilities, and both mother and
father are involved in the care, nurture and
support of their children.51

Men play a pivotal role in promoting egalitari-
an decision-making. From the decisions they

make about resource allocation to the care
and support they give to women and children,
they can help fight gender discrimination in
their families and communities. The absence
of fathers from the lives of their children can
affect children’s emotional, physical, and 

One of the rarely told stories from
sub-Saharan Africa is that of the
grandparents who care for children
orphaned by AIDS. Research in seven
countries (Burkina Faso, Cameroon,
Ghana, Kenya, Mozambique, Nigeria
and the United Republic of Tanzania)
with recent data reveals the enormous 
burden that orphaning is exerting 
on the extended family in general 
and grandparents – often grandmoth-
ers – in particular. By the end of 2005,
12 million children across sub-Saharan
Africa had been orphaned by AIDS. 

Children who have lost their fathers
(paternal orphans) usually stay with
their mothers; over 50 per cent of 
children in each of the seven countries
assessed did so. However, fewer than
half of the children who lost their
mothers (maternal orphans) continued
to live with their fathers. Women are
therefore more likely to take care of
orphaned children, irrespective of
whether they have lost their mothers,
fathers or both parents.

The strain of caring for orphans is
telling on female-headed households,
which have among the highest
dependency ratios. Many of these
households are headed by elderly
women, often grandmothers, who
step in to raise orphans and vulnera-
ble children when their own children
sicken and die. Grandparents – partic-
ularly grandmothers – care for around
40 per cent of all orphans in the United

Republic of Tanzania, 45 per cent 
in Uganda, more than 50 per cent 
in Kenya and around 60 per cent in
Namibia and Zimbabwe.

In many poor countries, elderly
women are among the most vulnera-
ble and marginalized members of
society. Unequal employment oppor-
tunities and discriminatory inheritance
and property laws force many women
to continue working well into old age.
Following the deaths of husbands,
many elderly women subsist on low
wages earned in physically arduous
jobs in the informal sector. For
instance, in Uganda, a study by the
UN Food and Agricultural Orga-
nization found that widows were
working two to four hours more each
day to make up for reduced income
following their husbands’ deaths.

HIV/AIDS is straining elderly people
already struggling to make ends meet.
Evidence shows that poverty rates in
households with elderly people are up
to 29 per cent higher than in house-
holds without. Elderly women who
assume responsibility for family mem-
bers affected by HIV/AIDS are often
forced to work longer hours and sell
personal possessions and household
assets in order to pay for medicines,
health care and funeral costs.
Household studies conducted in Côte
d’Ivoire found that families where one
member was living with HIV/AIDS had
roughly double the health spending

but only half the income of house-
holds in a control group where no one
was living with HIV/AIDS. Funerals
can absorb a large share of income; in
four provinces in South Africa, a study
showed that households with an
AIDS-related death in the previous
year spent an average of one third of
their annual income on funerals. 

The financial burden of caring for
orphans can threaten household food
security. A study in Dar es Salaam,
United Republic of Tanzania, found that
orphans are more likely to go to bed
hungry than non-orphans. In Malawi,
moderate to severe hunger is also more
prevalent among households with
more than one orphan. The latter study
has suggested that although extended
family members may be able to care
for one orphan, the demands of caring
for any additional orphans undermine
their food security and, by extension,
the nutritional well-being of all children
in the household. 

Against the odds, grandparents and
single mothers make enormous
efforts to send children to school.
Research from 10 sub-Saharan African
countries has found a strong positive
correlation between school enrolment
and biological ties between the child
and the head of household. But the
financial strain may prove too great if
the household has to accommodate
more than one orphan. While there is
no conclusive evidence to suggest

Grandmothers and HIV/AIDS 

that orphaning per se increases the
risk of children missing school,
research from Uganda suggests 
that double-orphans – children who
have lost both parents – are most
likely to miss out on an education. 

A deepening crisis for orphans

and caregivers

UNICEF predicts that the number of
children who have lost one or both
parents due to AIDS will rise to 15.7
million by 2010. At that point, around
12 per cent of all children in sub-
Saharan African countries will be
orphans due to all causes, with one
quarter of these orphaned by AIDS.
Disaggregated data provide an even
bleaker panorama: Roughly one in
every five children aged 12–17, and
one in every six children aged 6–11
were orphans in 2005. At the same
time, the number of widows is rising.
HelpAge International estimates that
the highest growth rate of any age
group will be among those aged 80
and over, most of whom are women.  

Programmes designed to provide
cash and other forms of assistance
to elderly household heads can help
ease the burden of caring for young
orphans. In Zambia, a pilot cash
transfer scheme for older people 
caring for orphans has resulted in
improved school attendance rates
among children. In South Africa, 
girls living in households with older
women in receipt of a pension have

been found to be 3–4 centimetres
taller than girls in households with
older women who do not receive a
pension. Despite these successes,
these programmes represent a short-
term solution at best. 

Addressing the crisis facing orphans
and elderly women in sub-Saharan
Africa, and elsewhere, requires a
long-term strategy aimed at rever-
sing the discriminatory social atti-
tudes and customs that keep women
and children mired in poverty. Many
countries in sub-Saharan Africa, 
and in other regions, are developing
national plans to address these 
challenges based on the five core
principles of The Framework for the
Protection, Care and Support of
Orphans and Vulnerable Children
Living in a World with HIV and AIDS.
This framework, endorsed by interna-
tional agencies and non-governmental
organization partners in 2004, is
based on five key principles:

• Strengthen the capacity of families
to protect and care for orphans and
vulnerable children by prolonging
the lives of parents and providing
economic, psychosocial and other
support.

• Mobilize and support community-
based responses.

• Ensure access for orphans and 
vulnerable children to essential

services, including health care 
and birth registration. 

• Ensure that governments protect
the most vulnerable children
through improved policy and legis-
lation and by channelling resources
to families and communities.

• Raise awareness at all levels
through advocacy and social 
mobilization to create a supportive 
environment for children and 
families affected by HIV and AIDS. 

Across sub-Saharan Africa, initiatives
are transforming the five principles
into action. These include abolishing
school fees in Kenya and Uganda;
community-level interventions to
support households in Malawi,
Rwanda, Swaziland and the United
Republic of Tanzania; and improved
data collection through large popula-
tion-based surveys. UNICEF is provid-
ing support and advocacy through
the Global Campaign on Children and
AIDS – Unite for Children. Unite
against AIDS. Despite these efforts,
however, coverage remains limited in
all areas. With research revealing the
disproportionate burden on female-
headed households, there is an
urgent need to provide them with
assistance as part of broader actions
to support orphans and vulnerable
children and their families.

See References, page 88.
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Including women 

in decision-making

Ensuring that women have a greater voice in
household and community decisions is critical
to fulfilling their rights as well as the rights of
children. While international agencies, govern-
ments, civil society organizations and women
themselves have made significant progress in
promoting a more egalitarian dynamic, much
remains to be done. Some key areas that
urgently require attention include: 

• Increasing women’s employment and
income-earning opportunities: Ownership 
or control of household assets and income 
is an important determinant of household
bargaining power. Ensuring that women
have opportunities to earn income, acquire
land, a house and other property can help to
strengthen women’s bargaining power and
influence in household decisions. Chapter 3
discusses in more detail initiatives that can
increase women’s employment and income-
earning opportunities. 

• Involving men: Persuading individuals to
change their attitudes and behaviour is a
slow and complex process. Through simple,
direct and effective strategies, such as per-
suading other men to contribute to domestic
chores, men are partnering with women to
combat gender discrimination in households
and communities. By creating specific roles
for men in advocacy programmes, govern-
ments and development agencies can also
promote men’s involvement in child-friendly
initiatives in parliament, schools and the
workplace (see Chapter 5). 

• Supporting women’s organizations: One of
the most important and effective avenues for
women’s empowerment is the dynamic of
cooperation among women. Informal
women’s collectives that organize around
issues such as nutrition, food distribution,
education and shelter help improve the stan-
dard of living for women, their families and
communities. Women’s organizatioins can
also be catalysts for change in the political
arena (see Chapter 4).

Mothers in Central and Eastern

Europe are leading the way in

empowering women in their 

communities.

Mother Centres provide women with
a vehicle for forging social networks
and organizing community activities
that support women in their roles as
mothers and caregivers. Initiated in
Germany in the 1980s, the Mother
Centres movement has spread to
Bosnia and Herzegovina, Bulgaria, 
the Czech Republic, Georgia and 
the Russian Federation. 

Mother Centres arose in response 
to a perceived lack of support for
mothers in their communities. In
many Central and Eastern European
countries, the tradition of community
networks was dismantled under
socialist rule. Since the transition of
the early 1990s, high unemployment,
poverty, political instability and a
decrease in public childcare and 
support services have compounded
the sense of social isolation experi-
enced by many mothers and children.
Mother Centres offer women and
families an opportunity to access
practical resources and social sup-
port. The centres help address the
financial needs of families through
services such as second-hand shops,
meals, toy libraries, sewing and 
language classes, and job retraining
programmes. 

Neighbourhood Mother Centres reach
between 50 and 500 families and 
have helped transform the lives 
of thousands of women in the region.
Interviews with those involved testify
to the positive impact that the centres
are having on women and families: 58
per cent of women said they learned

how to participate and speak up,
while 55 per cent felt that their confi-
dence had increased since joining the
centres. A survey of men who partici-
pated in some of the events revealed
that 67 per cent had a positive view
towards family responsibilities.

By empowering women to enhance
their quality of life, Mother Centres
are helping to revitalize neighbour-
hoods and fostering a new sense of
hope among women and families. In
46 per cent of cases, Mother Centres
are represented in municipal councils.
The success of the movement has
inspired other women to replicate 
the model, and there are now 750
centres worldwide. This dramatic
growth illustrates the powerful impact
that women can have when they
mobilize. It demonstrates women’s
tremendous capacity to lead the way
in empowering themselves and those
around them.

The Gambia

A similar initiative is operating in the

Gambia, where women are banding

together to promote girls’ education

at the community level.

In the Gambia, Mothers Clubs provide
a unique platform for women to raise
financial and moral support for girls’
education. Through advocacy and
fund-raising campaigns, women are
expanding the educational opportuni-
ties available to girls and asserting
the right to have their voices heard 
in their communities.  

Mothers Clubs operate in some of the
Gambia’s most impoverished regions,
where most families eke out a living
from subsistence farming, and few
can support the cost of educating all

of their children. Although primary
education is free in the Gambia, other
hidden expenses, such as uniforms,
writing materials and school lunches,
can make education costs prohibitive.
Owing to a range of economic, 
social and cultural factors, most 
parents prioritize boys’ education;
girls account for only 19 per cent of 
students in primary school in some
poor communities. 

Women are among the most vocal
advocates of gender parity in schools.
Advocacy campaigns organized by
women promote access to education
for girls, and focus attention on the
retention and performance of girls in
schools. UNICEF and the Forum for
African Women Educationalists are
supporting women in their roles as
community advocates. UNICEF 
has provided the Mothers Clubs with
seed money for income-generating
activities, including gardening, mak-
ing batik, tie-dye, soap and pomade
manufacturing, poultry farming and
crop cultivation, and has provided
milling machines that give families an
additional source of food and income 
and release women and girls from 
the burden of daily milling. Income
generated from these entrepreneurial
initiatives is used to pay for school
fees, uniforms and shoes for girls in
the community. Mothers Clubs have
also invested their profits in providing
interest-free loans to other disadvan-
taged women so that they can initiate
their own income-generating activities.

Since the programme’s inception,
women have established 65 Mothers
Clubs in three regions of the Gambia.
The movement is having a visible
impact on girls’ education. Girls’

Mother Centres in Central and Eastern Europe and the Gambia

enrolment rates increased on average by 
34 per cent, and the incidence of girls with-
drawing from school due to early marriage
has diminished sharply.

Mothers Clubs are creating new opportuni-
ties for women, in addition to girls. By pro-
viding women with the skills and resources
needed to generate their own sources of
income, Mothers Clubs are helping to
empower women in their communities.
Moreover, by persuasively arguing the case
for girls’ education, women are challenging
gender discrimination and highlighting the
importance of women’s involvement in
community decision-making processes, an
achievement that will benefit current and
future generations of women and girls. 

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

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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dren behind. In the Philippines, for example,
an estimated 3 million to 6 million children
(10 per cent to 20 per cent of all under-18s)
have been left by parents working overseas.53

Evidence from the Philippines, along with
research on Indonesia and Thailand, suggests
that, compared with non-migrants, the chil-
dren of migrants might not be a particularly
disadvantaged group in terms of income or
access to basic services such as health care and
education. This is because migration is gener-
ally an effective way for households to allevi-
ate poverty, and because extended families
help fill the gap left by absent parents.54

Remittances sent by parents who have migrat-
ed are often an important source of income
for the families left behind.55

Migration may improve women’s self-esteem
and status as they are able to assume a key
role as providers by sending remittances home
to their families and communities.56 Several
academic studies have found an increase in
school attendance and an improvement in chil-
dren’s access to health-care services in house-
holds with parents working abroad.57

Although remittances sent by migrant 
workers can bolster household income, the
migration of one or both parents can have
negative effects on children, jeopardizing
their development and well-being.58 Research
from Ecuador, Mexico and the Philippines
suggests that children whose parents have
migrated can suffer negative psychological
effects.59 In the Philippines, the children of
migrant mothers reported feeling angry, lone-
ly and afraid.60 In other countries, the risks
of abuse and trafficking increase when rela-
tives and friends gain custody of children left
behind – risks particularly emphasized in
studies conducted in Albania and the
Republic of Moldova.61

‘Involuntary migration’ also poses especially
high risks to children. Refugee and internally
displaced children face particular threats.62

They may be separated from their families,
lose their homes and find themselves living in 
poor conditions with grave risks to their
health and education.63

Migrant women and girls are uniquely vulner-
able to abuse and exploitation. With a greater
likelihood of entering into low-status jobs,
such as domestic service, migrant women
often face human rights violations.64 An
International Labour Organization study
reports that half of foreign female domestic
workers interviewed said they were or had
been victims of verbal, physical or sexual
abuse.65 When migrants have children in for-
eign countries they may also face discrimina-
tion in passing their nationality on to their
children, or, if they are undocumented, may be
reluctant to register their children for fear of
deportation.66

A number of countries have made positive
efforts to address migration and its effects 
on women and their families. In 2003, the
Jordanian Government endorsed the Special
Unified Working Contract for non-Jordanian
domestic workers. The Philippines and 
Sri Lanka require that departing workers 
register with the government. Italy’s immigra-
tion law provides a number of protections for
migrants and their families.67 However, while
migration is moving up the development agen-
da, the significant implications for children
still receive little focus and research.

Challenging attitudes towards

women and work

The Convention on the Elimination of All
Forms of Discrimination against Women 
guarantees women’s equality before the law
and establishes specific measures to eradicate
discrimination against women in all areas of
their lives, including those related to education,
health, employment, marriage and the family.68

While all but a handful of countries have
endorsed CEDAW – albeit some with reserva-
tions – much more can be done to ensure 
discrimination does not exclude women 
from opportunities to work productively.

The workplace must be transformed to recog-
nize the role that both parents play in child rear-
ing, as required by article 18 of the Convention
on the Rights of the Child. Social policies and
programmes should be promoted to enable
women and men to reconcile their work and

The impact on children of women

migrating for work

Around the world there are between 185 mil-
lion and 192 million migrants living outside
their country of birth, of whom roughly half

are women.51 While women’s migration could
potentially be beneficial, it also engenders new
vulnerabilities for individuals and families.52

One such risk is separation, as migration
sometimes forces parents to leave their chil-

Following the 1994 International
Conference on Population and
Development in Cairo, and the Fourth
World Conference on Women in
Beijing the following year, the ensuing
decade saw the launch of many 
family-related initiatives focusing 
on gender equality and work-family
reconciliation. The rationale for this
increasing interest was the recogni-
tion that dual-working parents require
special support and that, in the
absence of such support, gender
equality in the workplace cannot be
achieved. In several industrialized
countries, state and private support
for working families, in particular for
working women with young children,
are composed of a broad range of ini-
tiatives. These include flexible work-
ing hours, telecommuting or working
at home, parental leave, medical care
for sick children and childcare provi-
sions. In the absence of childcare pro-
visions, part-time work may also help
reconcile work and family life.  

Some companies have begun imple-
menting family-friendly initiatives. In
Australia, in addition to flexible work-
ing hours, 35 per cent of labour agree-
ments in large firms and 8 per cent in
small firms include at least one family-
friendly policy. BMW, the German
automobile manufacturer, allocates
funds for the family-related needs of
its employees, such as purchase of
baby carriages, children’s clothing or
hearing aids for elderly relatives. The
company also provides facilities and
financial support for childcare.

Family-friendly initiatives can be ben-
eficial to both businesses and employ-
ees. Research conducted in Canada,
Finland, Sweden and the United
Kingdom shows that companies that
have introduced family-friendly meas-
ures experience significant reductions
in staff turnover, recruitment and
training costs and absenteeism, and
have increased the likelihood that
mothers return to work after materni-
ty leave. It is estimated that compa-
nies can generate a return of around 
8 per cent by adopting family-friendly
policies. AMP, a leading Australian
wealth-management corporation, esti-
mates that making its workplace more
family-friendly has achieved as much
as a 400 per cent return on investment,
mainly through increasing staff return
after maternity leave. However, further
research shows that family-friendly
policies are more likely to offer
parental leave or childcare subsidies,
or both, to highly paid employees
rather than those with lower salaries.
Such policies are particularly needed
by low-wage working mothers who
struggle with poor working condi-
tions, low compensation and a lack of
childcare facilities.

Family-friendly provisions are by no
means uniform across industrialized
countries. While in some countries
parents may take up to three years
of leave with some financial com-
pensation, in others paid leave is
restricted to the periods immediately
before and after childbirth. In
Scandinavian countries, employ-

ment-protected leave with relatively
high compensation rates is an inte-
gral part of a family-friendly policy
model. In Sweden, for example,
working families are allowed 12
months of paid parental leave, to be
divided between parents as they
desire, provided that only one parent
is on leave at any given time.  Aided
by the right to reduce their working
hours until children go to school,
almost half the mothers in dual-earner
families in Sweden work less than 
35 hours per week. Yet, while some
countries encourage fathers to take
temporary leave to care for their
newborns, most countries continue
to accept a traditional gender divi-
sion of labour in which women stay
at home, out of the labour force.

The lack of systematic reporting ham-
pers measurement of the effectiveness
of family-friendly policies (i.e., how
well they achieve a balance between
work and family life). While seemingly
positive, two challenges remain even
in the presence of family-friendly
workplaces. First, working mothers
continue to be the primary caregivers
for their children, experience career
interruptions and suffer from the dou-
ble burden of working within and out-
side the household throughout their
lives. Second, the family-friendly poli-
cy model frequently excludes low-
skilled and low-wage workers, working
mothers in particular, and typically
benefits higher-paid workers.

See References, page 88.

The impact of family-friendly workplaces in industrialized countries

46 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 47



family responsibilities and encourage men to
take on an equal share of domestic chores and
childcare.69 It is also important to implement
policies aimed at altering stereotypical attitudes
towards women at work, addressing underlying
factors including sectoral and occupational seg-
regation, and lack of education and training.70

Chapter 5 addresses the concrete actions and
initiatives required to help eradicate gender dis-
crimination in employment. A brief synopsis of
some of these measures is presented below. 

The vital role of education: One of the most
important strategies for ensuring that boys and
girls will have equal income-earning opportu-
nities as adults is to give them equal access to
education. Several strategies have proved to 
be effective in increasing girls’ school enrol-
ment in primary and secondary school, includ-
ing the elimination of school fees. However,
eliminating school fees is only one of several
measures required to ensure gender parity 
in education. Governments, parents and inter-

Gender is a crucial determinant of
whether a child engages in labour.
While child labour is an infringement
of the rights of all children – boys and
girls alike – girls often start working
at an earlier age than boys, especially
in the rural areas where most work-
ing children are found. Girls also tend
to do more work in the home than
boys. As a result of adherence to 
traditional gender roles, many girls
are denied their right to an education
or may suffer the triple burden of
housework, schoolwork and work
outside the home, paid or unpaid.

In the Dominican Republic, for exam-
ple, girls are expected to care for their
siblings as well as complete house-
hold tasks. As a result, almost twice
as many girls as boys perform
domestic chores. In Egypt, girls are
expected to do the majority of work
in the home. Parents are often reluc-
tant to send their girl children to
school because educating them is not
viewed as a good investment as they
will soon marry and leave home. 

Paid domestic service is often seen
as a particularly suitable form of
employment for girls. Research indi-
cates that worldwide, domestic serv-
ice is the main economic activity for

girls younger than 16, with more
girls employed in this sector than 
in any other form of work. The
majority of the children engaged in
domestic service – over 90 per cent
according to studies conducted in
the 1990s – are girls. This is particu-
larly true in Latin America. In
Guatemala, for example, while twice
as many boys as girls are engaged
in child labour, more than 90 per cent
of child domestic workers are girls.
In some countries, the situation is
reversed; in Nepal, for example, the
majority of child domestic workers
are boys.

In many countries in East and South-
East Asia, parents send their daugh-
ters to work in domestic service
because they see it as good prepara-
tion for marriage. In India, young girls
will often accompany their mothers
as they undertake domestic work and,
at ages eight or nine, be hired as
domestic workers themselves. In
Ghana, where girls are traditionally
seen as homemakers, many mothers
encourage their daughters to start
working as domestics.

Domestic work is among the least
regulated of all occupations. Working
in the privacy of individual homes,

child and adult domestic workers are
often invisible to the outside world
and thus particularly vulnerable to
violence, exploitation and abuse.
Domestic labour becomes even more
hazardous when children are traf-
ficked into another town or country
to take up service, especially when
they do not speak the local language.
There is a close correlation between
gender and the reasons for traffick-
ing, with girls being trafficked mainly
for domestic service and commercial
sexual exploitation.

The different experiences of girls
and boys make it important to inte-
grate gender concerns into child
labour research, advocacy, pro-
grammes and policies. Research that
reflects gender disparities will pro-
vide a more solid basis for actions
aimed at reducing child labour.
Gender-sensitive programmes and
policies that combat and prevent
child labour are essential to fulfilling
the rights of boys and girls, includ-
ing the right to an education, a
healthy childhood, protection from
violence, abuse and exploitation,
and rest and recreation.

See References, page 88.
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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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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.
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is a challenge that requires women to fight
hard to gain even limited representation, and
often brings only modest success. Examples of
such parallel tracks include:

• Burundi: In 2000, women overcame the
resistance of the Burundian parties and
were included as informal observers in
peace talks held in Arusha, United Republic
of Tanzania.48

• Liberia: Even though the Liberian Women’s
Initiative was unable to become an official
participant in the regional peace talks 
of 1994, its leaders proved to be highly
influential consultants during the process.49

• Somalia: In May 2000, 92 women delegates
to the Somali National Peace Conference
presented themselves as a ‘sixth clan’ for
peace (Somalia has several major ethnic

violence when ex-combatants return to their
homes, getting landmines out of the ground
to allow women and girls to gather firewood
and water more safely, and ensuring post-
conflict accountability for human rights
abuses against children and women.”41 In
other words, the involvement of women
increases the likelihood of issues critical to

the rights and well-being of children, women
and families being included in negotiations.

This notion is borne out by experiences in sev-
eral countries across the world. Most famously,
representatives of over 200 women’s organiza-
tions met in 1996 to create the Northern
Ireland Women’s Coalition, the first female-
dominated political party. The movement,
which included members from both Protestant
and Catholic communities, worked as a cross-
community party to promote civil, human and
workers’ rights.42 The coalition was eventually
credited by George Mitchell, the US senator
who mediated the Northern Ireland peace
talks, with helping to achieve an agreement 
in those negotiations.43

Women’s participation in conflict

resolution processes

Across the world, women have become
increasingly involved in conflict resolution
processes. The Bonn talks on Afghanistan 
in late 2001 included 5 women out of approx-
imately 60 delegates and advisers. During the
negotiations, the women representatives
fought hard for women’s rights, and their
achievements included the creation of a
Ministry of Women’s Affairs.44 In Guatemala,
the participation of women in the formal
peace process of 1996 led to a national health
programme for women and girls and a pro-
gramme to reunite families and locate missing
or separated children and orphans.45 In the
Philippines, women have held influential posi-
tions in formal peace processes and have
pushed for cooperation across party and reli-
gious lines in the interests of peace.46 In Sierra
Leone, two women were involved in the Lome
peace process. Although they were not chief
negotiators, a key article of the final agree-
ment calls for special attention to be paid to
victimized women and girls in formulating and
implementing rehabilitation, reconstruction
and development programmes.47 More recent-
ly, women have made a critical contribution 
to the Darfur peace talks (see Panel at left).

These experiences notwithstanding, in most
conflicts women are either entirely excluded
from peace negotiations or relegated to a ‘par-
allel’ track. Even establishing this type of track

In 2005, a Gender Experts Support Team, composed of 20 women
members and backed by the governments of Canada, Norway
and Sweden and by the UN Development Fund for Women was
invited to participate in the seventh and decisive round of the
Darfur Peace Agreement negotiations. The team gathered women
from a variety of tribal and ethnic backgrounds in Darfur to create
a unified platform of women’s priorities and gender issues. The
outcome document, ‘Women’s Priorities in the Peace Process and
Reconstruction in Darfur’, contains a number of key provisions
related to women and children, including: 

• Specific protections for women and children in conflict 
situations.

• Priority treatment for women and children in assessments 
related to compensation/reparations for damages and 
destruction caused by the war.

• An appeal to the government to pay particular attention 
to the education of women and children as a means of 
ensuring security.

• Provision of secondary education in the camps for refugees 
and internally displaced persons.

• A call to the international community to focus on the education
needs of refugee girls.

• The creation of an institution to provide legal support, 
psychological counselling and other relevant services to 
women and children.

During the three short weeks that women were allowed to 
participate in the talks, they were able to negotiate for the 
inclusion of an impressive number of their priorities in the final
agreement. The accord includes language that is gender-sensitive
and, among other priorities, calls for the participation of women
in decision-making bodies and in peace-building.

See References, page 88.

Women and the Darfur Peace Agreement 

An increased presence of women
among peace negotiators and peace-
keeping forces, among other critical
actors, would greatly enhance
women’s contributions to conflict
resolution and post-conflict rehabili-
tation. As a District Officer from the
Ituri Province in the Democratic
Republic of the Congo explained 
in a report to the UN Department 
of Peacekeeping Operations (DPKO),
“Local women [and girls] have 
difficulty in talking freely to uni-
formed men, such as male military
observers, especially about sensitive
issues such as sexual violence and
abuse…. In many cases, especially
where there is endemic violence,
local women [and girls] prefer to
speak to a woman peacekeeper
because they fear further violence,
including from male peacekeepers.”

The UN is fully aware of this fact.
While the number of women among
the uniformed personnel (military
and police forces) deployed by DPKO
remains miniscule – at 4 per cent
and 1 per cent, respectively – active
steps taken by the department in
recent years have increased the
number of civilian positions held by
women. These steps reflect a grow-
ing recognition that the presence of
women among peacekeeping forces
is critical to the success of their mis-
sions, and can reduce the possibility

that peacekeepers engage in acts 
of sexual exploitation and abuse
against the very populations they 
are mandated to protect, especially
young girls. Among the key findings
of an investigation initiated by the
UN Secretary-General into such
cases was the recognition that “the
presence of more women in a mis-
sion, especially at senior levels, will
help to promote an environment 
that discourages sexual exploitation
and abuse, particularly of the local
population.”

At the behest of the UN General
Assembly, as well as the Special
Committee on Peacekeeping
Operations, in June 2006 the UN
Secretary-General issued a compre-
hensive strategy for assistance to
victims of sexual abuse by UN per-
sonnel. This policy, which UNICEF
helped formulate, proposes a com-
prehensive approach to victim 
support, including basic health, 
psychosocial, legal and administra-
tive assistance for all victims and, 
in exceptional cases, financial assis-
tance. Building on this policy,
UNICEF, DPKO, the UN Office for the
Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs
and the United Nations Development
Programme are organizing a high-
level meeting to further address 
sexual exploitation and abuse in a
comprehensive manner.

In addition to peacekeepers, media-
tors who represent the international
community can act as ‘tipping
points’ to help women secure repre-
sentation in peace processes and
post-conflict reconstruction. A recent
assessment of women’s participation
in peace processes as ‘track one’
mediators – those involved in official
negotiations through formal chan-
nels rather than unofficial contacts
(‘track two’ mediators) – found that
women remain largely excluded
from conflict mediation and resolu-
tion processes. At the United Nations,
women hold only 6.5 per cent of
senior peace-related positions, while
the European Union counts no
women at all among its current 
and former high-level mediators.
Similarly, despite Africa’s deserved
reputation of having strong female
role models, women are entirely
absent from the driving seat of the
Peace and Security Council of the
African Union. In conflicts where
pre-agreement peace processes are
ongoing, stalled or forthcoming, and
where the United Nations or the
European Union is not taking the
lead role, only Uganda stands out
for the presence of a lone female
mediator.

See References, page 88.
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• A call to the international community to focus on the education
needs of refugee girls.

• The creation of an institution to provide legal support, 
psychological counselling and other relevant services to 
women and children.

During the three short weeks that women were allowed to 
participate in the talks, they were able to negotiate for the 
inclusion of an impressive number of their priorities in the final
agreement. The accord includes language that is gender-sensitive
and, among other priorities, calls for the participation of women
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peace processes and post-conflict resolu-
tion remain confined to a handful of 
examples. 

• Better data and research. Research on the
impact of women on legislation and policy
related to children remains limited, even in
the industrialized countries. While UNICEF
can and must play a critical role in child
advocacy at all levels of government, this
effort needs to be supported by better 
research on, and analysis of, the broader
dynamic of decision-making and policy 

outcomes, with a particular focus on women
and girls.

• Creating an environment where women
can make a difference. The presence of
women in politics is a necessary but not
sufficient condition for their political
empowerment. Women’s ministries and
other women’s political forums, as well as
the commitment of governments to greater
participation of women in parliament, are
equally important factors in advancing
gender equality.

participation throughout the world. Though
no such quotas exist for peace processes,
their use is gaining increasing recognition 
as a potentially effective vehicle for ensur-
ing women’s representation at the peace
table. 

• Party politics. Political parties remain the
gatekeepers to the advancement of women
in politics. Within the context of party 
politics, however, the sanctions for non-
compliance are particularly important.
While it may seem impressive for a party 

to commit to a 40 per cent quota for
women representatives, for example, that
commitment can be rendered meaningless 
if the candidacies of women are not 
actively promoted.

• Participation in peace negotiations. Over 
the past five years, active steps have been
taken, particularly by the UN Department 
of Peacekeeping Operations, to ensure 
that UN Member States, and other politi-
cal actors adhere to resolution 1325.
Nonetheless, efforts to include women in 

Learning to survive 

I remember that when I was six, my
family was regularly hungry because
of a drought. We didn’t have enough
to eat even twice a day, so my sib-
lings and I were sent to another com-
munity where my grandparents grew
some crops and had some goats and
cows. All the same, my mom always
wanted her kids, both boys and girls,
to learn to read and write, so that’s
why she sent us to the mining town
of Quioma in Mizque. There they
rented a room for us.

When I got ready for school, I didn’t
have anyone to comb out my long
braids. My brothers tried to brush
them every day, but it was a disaster.
The miners’ kids at the school
weren’t used to being around indige-
nous girls like me. I’d never fought
with anybody before, but they pulled
my braids, treated me badly, and
that’s when I started to live with vio-
lence and discrimination. I could
only speak Quechua, and it was real-
ly hard to study in Spanish. After
school every day, my siblings and I
went out and gathered firewood and

swapped things with the local
women. They gave us sugar, noo-
dles and bread. We missed our folks
terribly, but we learned to fight, earn
money and survive. 

From exploitation to 

discrimination 

At age 13, I went to live in the city 
of Cochabamba. With promises of
earning some money, I took a job
working for a merchant family for
two years. The exploitation was terri-
ble: I worked 18 hours a day looking
after 15 people. I was under a lot of
psychological pressure, out of touch
with my family and working without
pay. Eventually, even my new
clothes wore out. And since I was
always helping the boss’s kids with
their homework, I started to really
want to go to school again, but it
was impossible.  

Luckily, my mom turned up again
and I went back to my hometown.
From there, I went back to Cocha-
bamba and worked for another 
family. I got paid there. They were
always good about paying on time

and giving me an extra month’s 
pay at Christmas and other bonuses.
But there was still a lot of discrimi-
nation: They gave me day-old bread
to eat and food that had gone bad.
My boss was a bit more humane,
but when he died, I stayed on with
his wife and she was like an evil
stepmother: To her, I wasn’t even 
a person. I worked for them as a
housemaid for nine years, but it 
was so hard. 

Consciousness and organization 

A fighting spirit awoke in me when
some other friends and I founded
the Cochabamba Home Worker’s
Union in 1987. When we saw all the
inequalities in the law, we realized
that we only had half of our rights.
We held meetings with domestic
workers in La Paz, with women who
were real fighters and with mining
union leaders. We held national
meetings and started to consolidate
our group. For the next six years, we
worked on the draft law, although
lots of details were taken out. The
first draft was pretty protectionist,
but the process took on more of a

The hope of justice for Bolivia’s women and children

by Casimira Rodríguez Romero, Minister of Justice, Bolivia

rights focus. We were able to turn
our fears into courage and make the
authorities listen to us. At first, our
friends and even our own brothers
and sisters didn’t want to have any-
thing to do with us, saying we were
city folk now. But we took heart and
started to hold demonstrations in
order to open doors. Convinced that
what we were doing was right, we
started to break down the walls of
discrimination – and, by insisting so
much, we managed to gather sup-
port and seats on the councils of
rural women’s organizations. We
made alliances with our peasant
brothers, workers, miners, coca-leaf
growers, indigenous groups and
other sectors. It was a very interest-
ing process that truly bore fruit.

The male world of politics

Along the way, we started to get sup-
port from Evo Morales’s movement;
as leaders, we started meeting here
and there, coordinating national
activities and international events.
When they offered me the post of
Minister of Justice, I didn’t know
what to do – I had to make a quick

decision! You have your (personal)
plans, your family…but I put it all
aside. We’re going through a historic
process that I just couldn’t say no to.
There was no way to talk it over with
my colleagues. If I said no, they
would have never let me live it down.
So I accepted, knowing it would be
hard, but it was all about recognizing
that this was the next step in every-
thing we’d been doing so far. 

At first I was very worried – soon I’d
be entering a very different world. 
In our organizations, we always just
worked around other women. The
world of politics is a man’s world
and full of professionals with differ-
ent types of education and experi-
ences; I entered into this realm very
carefully. When you are a leader, you
have the freedom to say what you
like, but now I have to be careful
about what I say, and at the same
time I have to leave something
behind for other women and our
compañeros (comrades). 

There’s still a long way to go. In this
post, I want to meet the expectations

of my brothers and sisters who have
different kinds of problems. I want to
fulfil the people’s hopes for justice. 

The boys and girls of Bolivia are liv-
ing in difficult circumstances. There
are huge inequalities. There are 
still lots of children who are going
through what I did as a girl – not
being able to go to school, not hav-
ing safe food to eat. Our wawas (chil-
dren) are the first ones to suffer from
abuse, violence and rape. I would like
to see a day when Bolivia’s wawas
can grow up enjoying the love of
their parents without going hungry. It
is a huge challenge. We have to make
an effort to make everyone’s dream
of having a good life come true.

Casimira Rodríguez Romero, the 
current Minister of Justice in Bolivia,
was born in a Quechua community
in the valley of Mizque, Cochabamba.
She is the fourth of 10 brothers and
sisters. Her life was marked by
poverty and discrimination, and her
presence in Bolivia’s cabinet repre-
sents the historically marginalized
indigenous woman.
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Some of the following actions can reap quick
rewards, others may take longer. But for
women and children, for this and for future
generations, the time to act is now. 

Education: Attacking gender

discrimination at its root

As this report has shown, ensuring that 
girls and boys have equal educational oppor-
tunities is one of the most important and
powerful steps towards combating gender 
discrimination and advancing children’s
rights. Every girl and boy is entitled to edu-
cation, regardless of their social or economic 
status. Enabling girls to access the intellectual
and social benefits of basic education ensures
that their rights are protected and fulfilled
and greatly enhances the range of life choices
available to them as women. Furthermore,
girls’ education has profound and long-lasting
benefits for families and entire communities.
Women with some formal education are

more likely to delay marriage and childbirth,
ensure their children are immunized, be bet-
ter informed about their own and their chil-
dren’s nutritional requirements and adopt
improved birth spacing practices. As a result,
their children have higher survival rates and
tend to be healthier and better nourished.4

Moreover, in many countries, each additional
year of formal education completed by a
mother translates into her children remaining
in school up to one half year longer than
would otherwise be the case.5

Recent trends in girls’ education provide 
grounds for some optimism. Over the past 
30 years, for example, gross primary enrol-
ment rates for girls in low-income countries
have risen from 52 per cent to over 90 per
cent.6 But gender disparities remain, not only
at the primary and secondary levels, but also
in tertiary education, where a mere 5 per cent
to 10 per cent of students in low-income
countries are female.7

that is based on the principles of equality and
respect for human rights. Achieving social
change at the local level, in communities and
households, requires concerted and deliberate
action by a broad array of actors, including
men and boys, husbands and fathers, voters,
teachers, religious and civic leaders, the media,
the private sector and, indeed, women and
girls themselves. Actions taken at the local
level need to be encouraged and reinforced by
governments and international donors, which
have a pivotal role in the design and imple-
mentation of appropriate legislation and pro-
grammes that protect and advance the rights
of women and girls.

Effective partnerships are essential to accelerat-
ing progress in all of the areas cited. While
across the international community partner-
ships are being recognized as the most effective
means to bring about real and lasting change,
their role in tackling gender discrimination –
an issue that cuts across all aspects of develop-
ment – is of especially critical importance. 

Establishing effective partnerships that bring
together diverse actors with different agendas,
perspectives and affiliations is an objective not
without problems or costs. Each of the seven
recommendations will focus on the role of
partnerships in tackling gender discrimination.

Gender parity in primary and sec-
ondary education is a central tenet
of the Millennium agenda, and part-
nerships at all levels are increa-
singly recognized as the conduit to
reaching this objective. The United
Nations Girls’ Education Initiative
(UNGEI), launched in 2001, is a part-
nership between UN agencies and a
broad spectrum of partners dedicat-
ed to achieving gender equality in
education. UNGEI facilitates the
coordination of girls' education
strategies and interventions at the
country level through partnerships
with governments, donor countries,
non-governmental organizations,
civil society, the private sector, 
communities and families.

Other partnerships are also working
towards the same objective. In
1999, four international civil society
organizations – Oxfam International,
ActionAid International, Education
International, and the Global March
against Child Labour – established
the Global Campaign for Education
(GCE) to work towards elimination
of gender disparities in education

by 2015. Based on research in nine
African and Asian countries, a
report issued by the GCE entitled 
A Fair Chance identifies key actions
to eliminate gender disparities in
education.

The Forum for African Women
Educationalists (FAWE), based in
Kenya, is a non-governmental organ-
ization made up of cabinet ministers
and other high-level educators from
sub-Saharan African. Since 1993,
FAWE has worked with governments,
donors, non-governmental organiza-
tions, universities, communities and
others to promote gender equity in
education. Partners focus on influen-
cing policy, increasing public aware-
ness, practical interventions and
mainstreaming best practices. The
partnership’s achievements include
the publication of the ABC of Gender
Responsive Education Policies:
Guidelines for analysis and planning,
which details the process for eval-
uating gender responsiveness in
national education action plans 
and provides guidance on gender
mainstreaming. So far, FAWE has

analysed and influenced action plans
in 17 countries.

Reaching girls in rural areas of 
sub-Saharan African is the focus of
the Campaign for Female Education
(CAMFED), which currently operates
programmes in Ghana, Zambia and
Zimbabwe. CAMFED reports having
enabled more than 56,000 girls to
remain in primary school, with 
98 per cent graduating to secondary
schools, by working with a wide
range of partners, including parents,
local authorities and patriarchal
chiefs. CAMFED’s community
approach includes establishing dis-
trict committees to raise and distrib-
ute resources, building community
confidence through dialogue and
addressing threats to girls’ health and
safety. The ‘virtuous cycle of girls’
education’ means that the young
women who benefit from these inter-
ventions subsequently support them
by contributing their insights and 
perspectives to local authorities and
children in their communities.

See References, page 88.

Partnerships for girls’ education
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equality and empowering women – has proved
especially difficult. The UN Millennium
Project has taken steps to modify its method-
ology in the hope of distilling more accurate
estimates of the costs involved in meeting
MDG 3.18 The initial estimates come from a
detailed analysis of Bangladesh, Cambodia,
Ghana, the United Republic of Tanzania and
Uganda that has subsequently been extended
to cover all low-income countries. 

In the initial group of five countries studied, it
was estimated that between US$37 and US$57
per capita (measured in constant 2003 US 
dollars) was needed annually for supplies and
services in girls’ education, women’s health and
other areas. The MDG 3 specific interventions
represent only 6-10 per cent of the total cost of
interventions required to achieve the MDGs.19

Estimating costs requires outlining concrete
areas where investments are needed. Many
exercises estimating the cost of MDG 3 have
focused solely on eliminating gender disparity
in education,20 which, however vital, is only
part of the puzzle. A more complete cost esti-
mation focuses on the seven strategic priori-
ties identified in the Millennium Project task
force report on gender equality and achieving
the Millennium Development Goals:

• Strengthen opportunities for post-primary
education for girls while meeting commit-
ments to universal primary education.

• Guarantee sexual and reproductive health
and rights.

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

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

• Eliminate gender inequality in employment
by decreasing women’s reliance on informal
employment, closing gender gaps in earnings
and reducing occupational segregation.

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

• Combat violence against girls and women.21

How much additional financing in total is
required to meet MDG 3 depends on how 
government resources change between now 
and 2015, and how much of those resources 
are dedicated to gender equality and women’s
empowerment. According to a realistic sce-
nario, low-income countries would need an
additional US$28 billion (measured in con-
stant 2003 US dollars) in 2006 from donor
countries, rising to US$73 billion in 2015.
Available estimates suggest, however, that gov-
ernments currently target fewer resources to
gender equality than other MDG areas.22

Getting the financing right is only the first
step. Money must be put to the right use, 
and it must be integrated within existing gov-
ernment budgets and plans, as well as aligned
with poverty reduction strategy papers and
other planning processes in which all stake-
holders participate. The road to gender equali-
ty can be long and complex, but without
sufficient resources the destination will be
impossible to reach. 

Levelling the playing field in

national legislation

Legislative reform can be a powerful strategy
for empowering women and girls and safe-
guarding their rights. Over the past year alone,
women obtained the right to vote and to stand
for election in Kuwait,23 pushed for legislation
that would criminalize domestic violence in
Tajikistan,24 called for the greater inclusion of
gender concerns in peace-agreement and post-
conflict processes in Somalia,25 and were a
driving force behind the ratification of the
Protocol on the Rights of Women in Africa,
which entered into force in November 2005.26

Nevertheless, in many countries, women still
lack equal access to justice and legal protec-
tion, and in some countries, powerful legal
obstacles continue to undermine their rights 
in key areas.

Domestic violence and gender-based

violence in conflict

Violence against women and children has 
devastating consequences. It fills their lives
with pain and terror, from which some may
never recover.27 It knows no boundaries of

Budgets reflect the social and eco-
nomic priorities of governments. 
A government budget that can be
broken down according to its impact
on women and men is considered
‘gender-responsive’. The United
Nations Development Fund for
Women (UNIFEM) defines gender-
responsive budgeting as “the 
analysis of actual government
expenditures and revenue on
women and girls as compared to
men and boys.”

According to a report by the
Commonwealth Secretariat, the aim
of gender budgets is fourfold:

• Improve the allocation of resources
to women.

• Support gender mainstreaming in
macroeconomics.

• Strengthen civil society’s participa-
tion in economic policymaking, and

• Track public expenditure against
gender and development commit-
ments and contribute to the 
attainment of the Millennium
Development Goals.

Gender-responsive budget analysis
can provide a clear picture of the
ways in which the distribution, use
and generation of public resources
affect women and men differently. It
is an immensely useful tool not only
to highlight the links between social
investment and the realization of
women’s rights, but also to hold
governments accountable for their
commitments to gender equality 
and women’s empowerment.

UNIFEM has strongly promoted
gender-responsive budgets, which

are currently being applied in over
50 countries. South Africa was
among the first to implement 
gender-responsive budgeting in
1995. Rwanda’s budget currently
prioritizes gender equality, and all
of the country’s sectoral budgets are
prepared with the participation of
that country’s Ministry of Gender.  

In Latin America, UNIFEM has sup-
ported gender-responsive budget
initiatives in Bolivia, Brazil, Chile,
Colombia, Ecuador, Mexico and
Peru. Such analyses have become
codified in the formal budgeting
process in Chile, where gender is
one of six mandatory areas on
which government ministries must
report. Other interventions in the
region have also included gender-
based budget analyses at national,
provincial and municipal levels,
technical support to budget plan-
ning institutions, and advocacy 
initiatives with civil society and 
public sector organizations.

In India, female parliamentarians
have taken a leading role in raising
gender-based budgeting initiatives
at the parliamentary level. Some
states have gone even further by
legislating for people’s audits of
local planning and spending, and
enacting measures to ensure
women’s participation in these
processes. For the 2005/6 fiscal year,
18 departments were directed to
submit budgets showing resource
allocations and expenditures bene-
fiting women. 

In Morocco, the 2006 budget con-
tained an annex on gender equity
priorities. This unprecedented

development followed four years of
collaboration between UNICEF and
the Ministry of Finance in Morocco.
The annex assesses the implications
that the national budget has for
gender equality and outlines specif-
ic gender targets. Key ministries,
including education, finance, health,
agriculture and rural development,
participated in the preparation of
the annex.

Gender-responsive budgets are
proving to be effective in focusing
attention on where financial
resources are required to promote
gender equality and empower
women. Along with child budgets,
which are also gaining increasing
recognition as effective advocacy
and policy instruments, they are
practical tools to show whether 
sufficient resources are being 
dedicated to realize the rights of
women and children.

See References, page 88.

Monitoring governments’ commitments to women’s empowerment

through gender-responsive budgets
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of Latin American countries have specific 
legislation against domestic violence, this is
true of less than 5 per cent of countries in
Eastern Europe and the Commonwealth of
Independent States, Africa and East Asia and
the Pacific.30

Similarly, comprehensive mechanisms are
needed to prevent and respond to gender-
based violence in conflict. The increased law-
lessness that accompanies the breakdown of
social institutions and structures in times of
conflict can contribute to a high incidence of
sexual violence, exploitation and abuse. War
exacerbates the violence that girls and women
live with in times of peace. Many women and
girls become victims of sexual slavery during
conflict, forced to provide sexual services to
armed forces or groups. In some cases, rape is
employed as a strategic method of warfare in
order to humiliate, degrade and displace com-
munities, as well as to achieve wider military
objectives, including ethnic cleansing and
political terror.31 Rape has also been perpe-
trated by those with a mandate to protect,
including United Nations staff and peace-
keeping personnel.32

Since all such acts of sexual exploitation and
abuse take place within a broader context of
violence, long-standing gender inequality and
a lack of empowerment of women and girls,
strategies to address gender-based violence
must address these underlying causes.
Resolution 1325, adopted by the UN Security
Council in 2000, took an important step 
forward by calling on “all parties to armed
conflict to take special measures to protect
women and girls from gender-based violence,
particularly rape and other forms of sexual
abuse, and all other forms of violence.”33

Much more remains to be done, however,
including encouraging governments to codify
rape and other forms of sexual violence as
crimes in their national laws, holding states
accountable for the actions of fighting forces,
and increasing the numbers of women at all
stages of peace-building.34

Property and inheritance rights 

Equal land and property rights would repre-
sent a significant step towards eliminating 
gender discrimination at the household level.
For legal reform to change the lives of women
and children, national laws based on human

geography, culture or wealth. Anti-violence
measures often require specific legislation, as
well as a strong commitment by policymakers,
the judiciary and law enforcement officials,
and, in some cases, the international commu-
nity, to ensure that perpetrators are prosecuted
and that victims receive the full support they
need to rebuild their lives. 

The Report of the Independent Expert for the
United Nations Study on Violence against
Children, released in August 2006, confirms a
widely held perception that domestic violence

has incalculable consequences for children.28

Children suffer both directly, as targets of vio-
lence, and indirectly, as first-hand witnesses to
the devastating impact that violence has on
the family and household. Worldwide, at least
45 countries have specific legislation against
domestic violence, 21 others are drafting more
laws, and numerous countries have amended
criminal laws to include domestic violence.29

But the gap between the laws on the books and
their implementation often remains as wide 
as it is deadly, and important regional differ-
ences prevail. While more than 80 per cent

Partnerships between parliamentari-
ans and advocates for women and
children are also helping to focus
greater attention on gender equality
and protection against harm,
exploitation, abuse and violence.
One such partnership is the collabo-
ration between Inter-Parliamentary
Union (IPU) and UNICEF, which
dates back over a decade and a 
half beginning with IPU’s support
for the Convention on the Rights 
of the Child. More recently, IPU
jointly organized with UNICEF the
Parliamentary Forum on Children
during the UN Special Session on
Children in May 2002. Since then, a
strong partnership has developed
between the two organizations,
especially in the area of child pro-
tection and the promotion of gender
equality. Some of the key joint
actions have included:

• Child protection handbook for par-

liamentarians: Child Protection: A
Handbook for Parliamentarians,
launched in 2004, covers a wide
range of themes related to child
protection, including trafficking of
children, violence against children,
female genital mutilation/cutting,
the sexual exploitation of children,

children and war, and juvenile jus-
tice. The handbook serves as a cat-
alyst for action, providing concrete
examples of ways to build a protec-
tive environment for children and
parliamentarians’ responses to the
challenges of child protection.

• Child trafficking handbook: This
jointly produced handbook by 
IPU and UNICEF was launched 
in 2005 at the IPU Assembly.
Combating Child Trafficking served
as a tool for a regional parliamentary
seminar, ‘Developing a Protective
Framework for Children: The role
of parliaments’, in February 2006.
The seminar, held in Hanoi at 
the invitation of the Vietnamese
National Assembly, included parlia-
mentarians from 13 countries.

• High-level panels on gender equali-

ty and child protection: In recent
years, the two organizations have
held a series of panels at the annu-
al IPU assemblies to focus atten-
tion on gender equality and child
protection. The first panel, which
addressed the issue of commercial
sexual exploitation, took place at
the 2004 IPU Assembly in Mexico.
The following year, the panel

addressed the issue of violence
against women and children in sit-
uations of armed conflict. In 2006,
the panel – which also featured the
collaboration of the Joint United
Nations Programme on HIV/AIDS
(UNAIDS) –  examined the impact
of HIV/AIDS on children. 

• Regional forums: On the recom-
mendation of the IPU Task Force 
of Parliamentarians against female
genital mutilation, the African
Parliamentary Union, UNICEF 
and IPU organized a regional con-
ference in Dakar, in December 2005
on parliamentary action to put an
end to FGM/C. The conference
brought together members of
Parliament from 21 countries. It
aimed at strengthening their action
by familiarizing them with the
experience of TOSTAN – a non-
governmental organization based
in Senegal whose Community
Empowerment Programme has
been successful in discouraging the
practice of FGM/C – and similar
successful initiatives to combat
protection abuses against children.

See References, page 88.

Partnering to promote child rights and gender equality in political agendas
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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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Another strategy for increasing men’s support
for gender equality involves policies that aim
to redistribute benefits to men and women
more equitably. Evidence from the ‘Nordic
experiment’ illustrates how this works. In
Scandinavian countries, a combination of 
government and non-government initiatives
contributed to a dramatic increase in the avail-
ability of paternity leave for men. In Sweden,
for instance, fathers now assume responsibility
for 45 per cent of childcare responsibilities,
thanks in large part to the growing popularity
of paternal leave.51

Challenging gender stereotypes and

changing attitudes 

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 men
and women. Evidence shows that fathers are
more likely to stop abusive treatment towards
mothers if they have been exposed to informa-
tion on how gender-based violence adversely
affects their children.52

Research and data on the 

situation of women and girls 

There is broad recognition of the impact that
discrimination has on the lives of women. But
an overwhelming lack of sex-disaggregated
statistics often results in scant or weak quan-
titative research on the issues that affect
women and, in turn, children. This report 
has shown that there is sufficient data and
research on women and girls to outline where
their rights are violated and illustrate the neg-
ative impacts these violations can have on
children. Nonetheless, much more needs to be
known about many of the most important
aspects of women’s lives and the impact 
discrimination has on those around them.
Research and data are sorely lacking in 
several key areas listed below.

• Maternal mortality: While 111 countries
produced data based on registration systems
and other surveys, for 62 countries no recent
national data were available and estimates
therefore had to be based on models.

encourage the participation of both men and
women can help to increase communication
between the sexes and encourage a more even
division of childcare responsibilities. In Viet
Nam, for example, UNICEF has mobilized men
to promote the use of oral rehydration salts to
treat diarrhoea and to increase immunization

coverage. Throughout Afghanistan, Bangladesh,
India, Nepal, Pakistan and Sri Lanka, male and
female activists are campaigning against gender-
based violence. In Uganda and Zimbabwe,
UNICEF programmes are attempting to foster
the socialization of girls and boys as a means of
stemming the spread of HIV/AIDS.50

Across the developing world, studies
show that women’s participation in
community initiatives can have long-
lasting benefits for women and chil-
dren. Women who are empowered
to take action, whether through 
programmes led by governments,
non-governmental organizations or
those driven by the community,
often have a positive influence on
the lives of other women.

Bangladesh. One example is the Food
for Education (FFE) programme in
Bangladesh, which focused on female-
headed households. Lessons learned
from the FFE programme, which ran
from 1993 to 2002, were applied in a
follow-up project by the World Bank.
About 40 per cent of the 5.2 million
students enrolled in schools with 
FFE received food grains, primarily
wheat. The programme successfully
increased primary school enrolment,
promoted school attendance and
reduced drop-out rates. While boys’
school enrolment increased by nearly
30 per cent, the increase for girls 
was even more remarkable, at over
40 per cent. In addition, there is some
evidence that the programme also
enabled girls to stay in school longer,
thus delaying marriage and improv-
ing their income-earning potential.

Guatemala. Families with working
mothers in need of childcare were

the focus of Programa de Hogares
Comunitarios, in Guatemala. Under
this government-sponsored initia-
tive, a group of parents was given
the opportunity to designate a
woman from their community as
their childcare provider. The success
of the programme, which began in
1991, was reinforced by the positive
outcomes for the children, who con-
sumed, on average, 20 per cent 
more energy, proteins and iron 
and 50 per cent more vitamin A 
than children in the control group.
Programme evaluations also
revealed that mothers involved were
more likely to receive work-related
social and medical benefits than
other non-participating working
mothers.

Indonesia. Non-governmental organ-
izations are actively involved in the
campaign for women’s rights in
Indonesia. Since 1986, the Centre 
for the Development of Women’s
Resources has been a leader in the
movement to end violence against
women. The centre trains community-
based groups on women’s issues,
including survival strategies and
skills for building support networks
to cope with violence against
women. The groups are then
equipped with modules to conduct
succession training until the infor-
mation reaches village level.

According to the Asian Development
Bank, the organization’s campaign
and training has increased the num-
ber of women requesting legal assis-
tance from the Indonesia Women’s
Association for Justice, another lead-
ing non-governmental organization.

Uzbekistan. In Uzbekistan, the
women of Angren City Municipality
have given young disabled children
and their mothers a new source of
hope. Developed by women in the
community who wanted to improve
the social services available to the
families of disabled children, the
Sunday School Programme provides 
an educational environment for 
children who are excluded from 
traditional classrooms. 

Women play a crucial role in the
school’s success, organizing the pro-
grammes and encouraging mothers,
many of whom rarely participate in
social events outside of the house-
hold, to enrol their children. By 
providing a safe and supportive
environment in which disabled chil-
dren and their parents can learn and
socialize, the programme caters to
the emotional and practical needs 
of families.

See References, page 88.

Women’s participation in community-based initiatives across the 

developing world
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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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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.

Program H: Challenging gender stereotypes and changing attitudes in

Brazil and other countries
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have a key role in addressing gender discrimi-
nation and inequality through legislation, 
policies and funding for key programmes, the 
core agents of change are an altogether more
diverse group that includes all members of
society, and women and girls themselves. These
are the individuals and groups who hold the
power to eliminate gender discrimination and
inequalities through everyday attitudes, behav-
iours and practices.

The challenge to achieve such change is as
exhilarating as it is daunting. It is not simply 
a question of producing a big decision by an
important body, which would be in many
ways a simpler task to conceptualize and
approach. It requires societies to examine
openly and honestly the extent of gender 
discrimination and rights violations suffered
by women and girls, and commit themselves
to eliminating its root causes. Although chal-
lenging at times, this process will be worth the

reward. Every person who argues that women
have an equal place in decision-making
forums, every community that demands girls
go to school, and every government commit-
ted to ensuring that violence, abuse, exploita-
tion and discrimination against women have
no place in society brings the double dividend
of gender equality a step closer for this and
future generations of women and children.

assist countries in filling data gaps for moni-
toring the situation of children and women, is
capable of producing statistically sound, inter-
nationally comparable estimates of key indica-
tors. One of the three questionnaires focuses
on women aged 15–49 and currently includes
questions on assets and security of tenure.
Another valuable source of household data is
the Demographic and Health Surveys, which
include 200 surveys in 75 countries. Surveys
such as these provide effective vehicles for get-
ting in-depth information on the economic sit-
uation of women, as well as the prevalence of
domestic violence and other forms of gender
discrimination at the household level.

The time is now

The progress that has been made fighting 
gender discrimination is positive: girls are
catching up with boys in school attendance
and performance, and in a few developing
countries and regions have surpassed them;
more women are economically active and 
in higher level positions than ever before; 
and the number of women in parliament is
increasing year after year. But, in addition to

showing how far we have come, the assess-
ment of this report underlines how far there
is to go.

Eliminating gender discrimination will pro-
duce a double dividend, fulfilling the rights of
women and going a long way towards realiz-
ing those of children as well. With concerted
efforts, real progress, based on respect, univer-
sal human rights and equal opportunities for
women and men alike, can be made towards
transforming discriminatory attitudes behav-
iours, customs, laws, institutions and practices
in society. Effective partnerships involving
governments, donors and international agen-
cies, can support this process through the
design and implementation of human-rights-
based development strategies. 

Tackling gender discrimination requires a dif-
ferent approach to policymaking. Generally,
the key actors in policy decisions are govern-
ments. In areas such as debt or trade, for
example, economists, members of the public
and business leaders may be influential, but
the decision to act rests with the governing
authorities. Although governments and donors

Each year, over 500,000 women 
die as a result of pregnancy-related
causes, and many others suffer life-
long health complications. Reducing
maternal mortality is one of the
eight Millennium Development
Goals, but it is also among the 
most difficult to monitor owing to
difficulties in measuring maternal
mortality. In some cases, measure-
ment is complicated by a lack of
data; maternal deaths often go
unrecorded in countries that lack
reliable civil registration of births
and deaths, or where the cause of
death is not adequately classified or
reported. Even in those countries
with robust civil registration sys-
tems, maternal deaths are often

misclassified or attributed to other
causes – particularly if the pregnan-
cy status of the woman is not
known or recorded. 

UNICEF is collaborating with the
World Health Organization (WHO)
and the United Nations Population
Fund (UNFPA) to improve the infor-
mation base on maternal mortality.
Building on more than a decade of
inter-agency collaboration and coop-
eration, UNICEF, WHO and UNFPA
are pooling their expertise to pioneer
a new approach to estimating the
number of women dying from 
causes related to or aggravated 
by pregnancy. The methodology
developed for the project will correct

existing data discrepancies and gen-
erate estimates for countries that
currently lack data.

The group’s joint work will also
enhance data collection and dissemi-
nation by compiling and reviewing
country concerns to ensure wide-
spread acceptance of final estimates
on maternal mortality, obtaining the
most recently reported national data
from their country and regional
offices and organizing interregional
consultations to discuss underlying
statistical issues. 

See References, page 88.

Partnering to provide improved estimates of maternal mortality
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