
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.
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