
rights. Gender-sensitive accountability sys-
tems require, therefore, not just women’s 
participation, but also institutional reform to 
make gender equality one of the standards 
against which the performance of decision-
makers is assessed. 

Authorisation — assigning a mandate to 
representatives or to service providers — 
happens through a range of mechanisms. 
These include systems for debating interests 
and articulating these as public agendas, 
and then subjecting them to a public vote —
in short, the political process. Elected rep-
resentatives then authorise institutions such 
as the police, health services, education 
boards, road maintenance or sanitation au-
thorities to implement these mandates. Pol-
icy implementers, in turn, must report back 
to elected decision-makers on results. Their 
performance is also reviewed via reporting 
systems within the public administration hi-
erarchy. If performance is found inadequate 
or worse, service providers can – or should – 
be subjected to management sanctioning, 
including losing their jobs.2 Figure 1.1 plots 
the basics of this authorisation, assessment 
and correction cycle. 

The question “Who answers?” depends 
on who is asking and in what forum. Per-
formance review and correction processes 
can take a ‘vertical’ or ‘horizontal’ form (Fig-
ure 1.2). The electoral cycle, for instance, is 
a ‘vertical’ accountability system, enabling 
citizens periodically to demand explana-
tions from elected politicians.3 A ‘horizontal’ 
system, by contrast, involves various state 
institutions engaging in mutual scrutiny to 
correct for abuses of offi ce. For example, 
judicial institutions review the constitution-
ality of executive decisions; the public audit 
function reviews probity in public spending; 
and ombudspersons or human rights com-
missions investigate citizen’s complaints. 

One of the paradoxes of accountability 
relationships is that they put less powerful 
actors – individual citizens – in a position 
of demanding answers from more power-
ful actors. This is, in fact, the defi ning ele-
ment of democratic accountability. Since 
accountability requires transparency, scru-
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tiny of public actions, and the possibility of 
sanction for mistakes, accountability will 
be stronger in contexts in which there are 
mechanisms to enable political contestation 
and public debate. 

Precisely because democratic account-
ability reverses traditional expectations 
about who can be held to account, impor-
tant accountability mechanisms have been 
institutionalised (made routine) to ensure 

that those who have the right to demand 
explanations (rights holders) can actually 
get them from those with a formal public 
duty to supply them (duty bearers). Most 
important among these mechanisms are 
the normative foundations for accountabil-
ity – national constitutions, as well as global 
agreements on human rights such as the 
United Nations Convention on the Elimina-
tion of All Forms of Discrimination against 
Women (CEDAW). Traditional accountabil-
ity systems have considerable social legiti-
macy and staying power, however, and be-
cause of this there have been a number of 
efforts to adapt them to contemporary ex-
pectations about democratic accountabil-
ity. Box 1B shows how a traditional social 
compact system in Rwanda is being used to 
address gender-based violence.

Demand and supply of 
accountability: ‘Voice’ and 
‘Choice’ reforms
Women’s efforts to remedy their situation 
when their rights are denied have ranged 
from ‘voice’-based approaches that em-
phasise collective action, representation of 
interests, and the ability to demand change, 
to ‘choice’-based approaches that promote 
changes in the supply of responsive public 
service or fair market practices.4 As Figure 
1.3 shows, ‘voice’-based approaches seek 
to demonstrate the existence of a constitu-
ency demanding delivery on promises to 
women. ‘Voice’-based approaches seek to 
publicize accountability failures and to de-
mand accountability processes such as 
judicial investigations or legislative enquiries 
into abuses of women’s rights. 

‘Voice’-based approaches frequently 
begin in civil society, but a growing num-
ber of examples from countries across the 
world suggest that they are often taken up 
by states. Examples include consultative 
mechanisms in debating public policy (pub-
lic dialogues on poverty-reduction strate-
gies in aid-recipient countries, as shown 
in Chapter 6), user committees to preside 
over the management of public goods (for 
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different groups of women face in asking for 
accountability. As this volume of Progress 
shows, women’s frequent disadvantage in 
using accountability systems is based on 
their subordinate status in relation to men at 
home (husbands, fathers, brothers) or men 
as decision-makers and power-holders (tra-
ditional leaders, local council members, par-
ty leaders, judges, police), which constrains 
women’s ability to assert or exercise their 
rights. This subordinate status is evident in 
data from household surveys that show that 
in many regions women have limited con-
trol over critical household decisions, such 
as those involving their own health care or 
large purchases, and face signifi cant mobil-
ity constraints, as shown in Figure 1.5.

Women’s limited decision-making power 
within the household means that their rela-

tionship to the public sphere or the market is 
often mediated by men. Their votes may not 
refl ect their real preferences if they are voting 
according to their husbands’ wishes. They 
may not be free to use household income to 
pay for services of their choice, especially if 
they are under pressure to prioritise the needs 
of men in the household. Whether exercising 
political ‘voice’ or market ‘choice’, gendered 
mediation means women sometimes seek 
accountability ‘at one remove’ from states 
and markets, as shown in Figure 1.6.

Accountability solutions that propose 
women use political ‘voice’ or market 
‘choice’ must take this gendered mediation 
into account. Moving from ‘voice’ to infl u-
ence requires institutional changes in the 
places where public decisions are imple-
mented, from ministries of fi nance that de-
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termine resource allocation, to those shaping 
public services, to the front-line of interaction 
between citizens and states in health clinics, 
schools, agricultural extension services, or 
business licensing bureaus. If women do not 
have security, power or resources as indi-
viduals or as an organised political interest, 
they cannot hold public or private institutions 
accountable. And if they cannot demand ac-
countability as collective or individual actors, 
this experience mutes women’s voice in de-
termining collective goals. As a result, policy-
makers and providers are under-informed 
about women’s needs and preferences. 

Women’s engagement in 
accountability processes
This volume of Progress highlights innovative 
efforts that are emerging in every region to 
strengthen accountability for gender equality. 
Through gender-responsive budget analysis, 
women’s groups, ministries of fi nance and 
parliamentarians are highlighting the differ-
ential impact of public spending on services 
for women and men. Through public audits 
of local government spending, corruption is 
exposed and better controls on spending at 
the local level are identifi ed to enable women 
to benefi t from public resources. Through 
citizens’ report cards surveying the quality of 
urban public services, women and commu-
nity groups are identifying poor performance 
and demanding improvements from munici-
pal authorities in sanitation systems, street 
lighting, and public housing.

Mobilising for concrete measures to in-
crease accountability has triggered efforts to 
improve public responsiveness to women’s 
human rights. For example, in Kosovo, Sier-
ra Leone, Rwanda and Liberia, post-confl ict 
restructuring of police services has involved 
concerted efforts to recruit more women 
and to train personnel in effective responses 
to gender-based violence (see Chapter 4).6 
In the Philippines, local development coun-
cils have mandatory representation from 
civil-society organisations, to provide them 
with space to bring women’s concerns into 
local decision-making.7 Women’s efforts to 

ensure that power holders answer to them 
for actions that affect women’s rights are 
part of a global groundswell of citizen activ-
ism against impunity. 

Women’s activism is changing the way 
we understand accountability, demonstrat-
ing that women sometimes experience 
governance failures differently from men. 
An indication of this difference in perspec-
tive on accountability is refl ected in data on 
women’s and men’s perceptions of corrup-
tion in public services. (see Panel: Gender 
Differences in Perceptions of Corruption). 
A small but statistically signifi cant differ-
ence is recorded almost everywhere in the 
world: women perceive more corruption in 
public services than do men. 

Accountability to women 
must be ‘mission critical’ 
Simultaneous institutional reform at three 
levels – normative, procedural, and cultural –
is needed to improve accountability for 
meeting gender equality goals.8 
a. Normative: Sometimes the formal remit or 
mandate of an institution must be revised to 
ensure that the institutional actors answer 
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principal fund dedicated for this issue, received total contributions of $10 million from its founding in 1996 to 2004, with that total climbing to 
a committed $40 million for the period 2005-08. By comparison, the Global Fund on HIV and AIDS, Malaria and Tuberculosis has reached 
over $10 billion since its establishment in 2002. A telling measure of accountability will be whether the Secretary-General’s campaign target 
for the Trust Fund of reaching a minimum of US$100 million per year by 2015 will be met. 

Monitoring mechanisms must be inclusive at both national and local levels, to bring together the government, women’s and other 
civil-society organizations, experts and researchers. For example, Afghanistan established an inter-ministerial commission on violence 
against women via Presidential decree, with UNIFEM support. 

3. CULTURAL CHANGE
Empower women and girls, mobilise men and boys. Real and lasting change to end violence against women and girls needs to be 
grounded at the community level, where acts of abuse occur and where women should be able to demand their rights to justice, protec-
tion and support. Involving men and boys in actions to prevent and respond to violence against women is critical to fi nding a meaningful 
solution. A vibrant, well-informed civil society, armed with hard data, empowered with knowledge of their rights and governments’ obliga-
tions, and equipped to demand accountability is a hallmark of sustained progress. 

Launch and sustain campaigns. Spearheaded by women’s movements, campaigns such as 16 Days of Activism have been instru-
mental in breaking the silence and raising awareness. UNIFEM crafted and forged the fi rst United Nations Campaign on the issue in 
Latin America and the Caribbean in the late 1990s, and has continued such efforts, including its most recent global campaign, “Say No”, 
which has garnered hundreds of thousands of signatures from individuals, partner organisations and governments.

As United Nations Secretary-General Ban Ki-Moon summed up at the launch of the UNITE campaign, “Violence against women and girls 
makes its hideous imprint on every continent, country and culture. It is time to focus on the concrete actions that all of us can and must take 
to prevent and eliminate this scourge... It is time to break through the walls of silence, and make legal norms a reality in women’s lives.”viii

Violence Against Women: Reporting and Charging RatesFIGURE
A

Notes: Percentages of the cases reported to the police and percentage with charges brought (convictions by the Criminal Justice System) were calculated as percentages of all victimised women. Information includes 
physical and sexual violence, perpetrated by partners and non-partners. The original source did not provide complete information for the Philippines. *No information on the percentage of charged cases was reported 
for Philippines and Poland.

Source: Johnson, H., Ollus, N., & Nevada, S. (2007).
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the ways performance is monitored and 
measured, so that actions that benefi t 
women are recognized and rewarded. 
The combination of motivation and moni-
toring is at the core of many management 
reforms, but rarely has it been driven by 
the imperative of improved response to 
women. Women have found entry-points 
for bringing gender equality performance 
reviews into a number of contemporary 
institutional innovations to enable inclu-
sive public oversight, such as participa-
tory municipal budgeting in several Latin 
American countries, citizen participation 
in Mexico’s Federal Electoral Institute, 
and community review of policing pat-
terns in Chicago in the United States.10

• Removing Barriers and Improving Ac-
cess: Public responsiveness to women 
often requires analysing and removing 
obstacles that women may face in ac-
cessing services, market opportunities, 

or justice. Sometimes these obstacles 
are obvious, and involve compensat-
ing for the fact that some women may 
not have the time, money, education or 
mobility needed to exercise their rights 
or access services. In health systems, 
for example, developing mobile teams 
of public-health providers to work with 
low-income women in their homes helps 
overcome women’s knowledge and mo-
bility constraints. In post-confl ict recov-
ery, de-mining fi elds and water points –
instead of just main roads – improves 
women’s use of physical space.11 In rela-
tion to elections, situating polling booths 
in markets overcomes the mobility and 
time constraints women face when they 
want to vote. In the 2006 Liberian elec-
tions, for instance, UNIFEM helped wom-
en’s groups provide market women with 
transport to voter registration offi ces that 
were situated far from marketplaces.12
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Gendered Perceptions 
of Corruption by 
Region: Political, 
Judicial and Security 
Sector Institutions

FIGURE
B

Gendered Perceptions 
of Corruption by 
Region: Market-
Related Institutions

FIGURE
C

Notes: See notes in fi gure A

Source: UNIFEM analysis of Transparency International global 
corruption Barometer database (2005).

Notes: See notes in fi gure A

Source: UNIFEM analysis of Transparency International global 
corruption Barometer database (2005).

Gendered Perceptions of 
Corruption by Region: 
Service Provision Institutions

FIGURE
A

Notes: The percentages of men and women who perceived high levels of cor-
ruption was calculated considering respondents who ranked institutions as 
“very corrupt” and “extremely corrupt” (scores of 4 and 5 out of a range from 
1 to 5), or who stated that corruption affects their lives to a large extent. The 
statistical signifi cance of differences by sex was tested using a t-test of dif-
ference in means (applied to the difference in percentages). All the statistics 
at the country level are weighted using the sample weights provided in the 
original database; regional averages are weighted using population data for 
the year 2005 compiled by the UN Population Division.

Source: UNIFEM analysis of Transparency International Global Corruption 
Barometer database (2005).
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according to class, race, age or ethnicity, we 
know that political accountability to women 
is increasing when women’s engagement in 
politics results in a positive feedback loop, 
whereby the process of articulating inter-
ests and seeking representation of those 
interests in public decision-making leads to 
more gender-balanced resource allocation 
and policy implementation. 

For democratic accountability to work 
for women, they – particularly the poor-
est women, who have the least power –
must be the drivers of the accountability 
process, and the process itself must aim to 
achieve greater gender equality. A signifi -
cant political success for women in many 
parts of the world has involved recasting 
concerns once thought to pertain only to 
women – such as violence against wom-
en – as issues that affect communities as 
a whole. This means that the questions of 
who answers to women and how effectively 
abuses of women’s rights are remedied are 
seen as concerns to all.

The political accountability cycle does 
not always work as a forward progres-
sion. Movement in the reverse direction is 
possible when women’s rights are de-
nied, women’s access to public decision-
making is obstructed, and policy imple-
mentation reinforces women’s unequal 
status. Reforms aimed at strengthening 
democracy will only be successful if they 
acknowledge the challenges faced in par-
ticular by the poorest and most marginalised 
women in realising their rights and participat-
ing in all public decision-making processes. 

Mobilising around 
women’s interests 

Building political accountability to women, 
like any accountability project, begins with 

ity platform, and women voters are asserting 
themselves as a distinct constituency. Wom-
en are seeking to transform politics itself and 
to reinvigorate political accountability.

This chapter shows that increased po-
litical accountability to women comes not 
only from increasing their numbers amongst 
decision-makers, although this is neces-
sary and important. It must also be linked to 
improved democratic governance overall, 
understood as inclusive, responsive, and 
accountable management of public affairs. 

This chapter poses two questions: 
•  How have states advanced in their obliga-

tions to create an enabling environment for 
women’s political participation as voters, 
candidates, elected representatives and 
offi ce-holders?

• What factors enable women and men in 
public offi ce to change the public policy 
agenda and ensure delivery on promises 
to women? 

The structure of this chapter follows the 
cycle of political accountability (Figure 2.1), 
where stronger political participation leads 
to better representation and accountability, 
and gradually to a transformation and deep-
ening of democratic politics. 

The cycle of political 
accountability 
While the experience of women varies across 
countries, regions and political systems, and 

The Cycle of Political 
Accountability

Representation Legislation &
Policy

Implementation

Transforming
Politics

Mobilisation

FIGURE
2.1

Representation Legislation &
Policy

Implementation

Transforming Politics

Mobilisation



22 PROGRESS OF THE WORLD’S WOMEN 2008/2009

average representation of women was 21.9 
per cent in countries that used these types 
of quotas as opposed to 15.3 per cent for 
the rest of countries, regardless of electoral 
system.13 Other types of temporary posi-
tive action measures, such as quotas at the 
sub-national level or political party quotas 
for electoral candidates (which can be vol-
untary) raise the number of countries with 
quotas to 95 (see Annex 3). The majority 
of countries with women in 30 per cent or 
more of national assembly seats applied 
quotas in some form (see Box 2D). 

In democracies, political parties are the 
main route to political participation and the 
representation of particular interest groups. 
Around the world, however, political parties 
have been slow to respond to women’s in-
terest in political participation. According 
to the UK-based Fawcett Society, political 
parties often fail to adequately respond to 
signifi cant barriers encountered by women 
standing for parliament, which they have 
summed up as the “four Cs” of confi dence, 
culture, childcare and cash. “Confi dence” 
problems stem in part from women’s 
relatively late entry to party politics and 
consequent limited apprenticeship. “Cul-
ture” barriers stem from the aggressive 
confrontational style of political competi-
tion. “Childcare” refers to the competing 
demands on the time of women candidates 
due to the their domestic responsibilities. 
And “cash” refers to the relative under-
investment in women’s campaigns by 
political parties.14

Women’s access to political parties, 
therefore, is often circumscribed by gender 
role expectations. This is especially true 
with respect to leadership positions, affect-
ing women’s ability to infl uence or shape 
party platforms. As a woman politician in 
Brazil put it: “What has happened inside 
political parties is similar to what happens 
inside the home. We argue for equality, we 
say that we should equally share tasks, but 
we end up doing mostly domestic chores. 
In political parties, the situation is the 
same. We argue for equality, but we end 
doing the practical tasks and men dictate 
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Countries with a PR system have more women in parliament. Quotas make a difference, regardless of 
electoral system. 
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40 years for all other countries to reach the parity zone between 40% and 60%.
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the rules and make the decisions.”15 As a 
result, women’s numbers amongst party 
members and leaders are rarely propor-
tional to their membership presence – and 
membership itself can be low (Figure 2.6, 
see page 25).

Data on female membership in politi-
cal parties is diffi cult to obtain, but a 2008 
study in Latin America indicates a system-
atic discrepancy between member numbers 
and leadership positions. The study exam-
ined countries in which women’s member-
ship of political parties is relatively high. In 
Paraguay, 46.5 per cent of party members 
are women, while 18.9 per cent of executive 
posts in party leadership are held by wom-
en. Forty-fi ve per cent of party members 
in Panama are women, yet women occupy 
only 18.8 per cent of leadership positions. 
Mexico has an average rate of 52 per cent 
women membership in the two main politi-
cal parties, but only 30.6 per cent of execu-
tive posts are fi lled by women. An excep-
tion is Costa Rica, with women holding 43.9 
per cent of party leadership positions, bring-
ing women into the parity zone. This is the 
result of an Electoral Code amendment in 
1996, requiring Costa Rican parties to fi ll at 
least 40 per cent of their leadership posts 
with women in “electable positions”.16

To address this disparity as well as the 
challenges of placing gender equality on 
the legislative agendas of parties, gender 
equality advocates in several countries have 
established women’s parties or parties with 
a specifi c gender equality agenda. Iceland’s 
all-women party was represented in the leg-
islature from 1983-99 and received about 
10 per cent of the votes.17 Other countries 
with women’s parties include Sweden18, In-
dia,19 the Philippines,20 and, most recently, 
Afghanistan.21 Electoral system reforms in 
some contexts have facilitated the repre-
sentation of interest groups that tend to be 
underrepresented by mainstream parties. 
This was the intention of the 1995 ‘Party List 
System’ law in the Philippines described in 
Box 2E (see page 25).

Campaign fi nancing defi cits, violence, 
and hostile media coverage have been 
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Disparities in the proportion of women in parliaments abound within regions, ranging from no women 
in parliament in some countries to a high of over 40% in some countries in sub-Saharan Africa and 
Latin America & Caribbean.
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addressed unevenly by governments. 
Where controls on campaign fi nancing are 
weakly enforced, women are at a disadvan-
tage because they often begin their races 
with less access to money than men. In 
the United States, for example, programs 
providing the same public funding to both 
candidates and limiting their spending have 
increased the number of women in offi ce 
in states like Arizona and Maine.22 Some 
countries have addressed this challenge 
by linking public campaign fi nance to party 
compliance with quotas for women can-
didates, but public funds rarely contrib-
ute enough money to overcome women’s 
campaign fi nancing defi cits or to act as an 
incentive for parties to front more women 
candidates. Women in some countries 
have addressed this defi cit through nation-
wide mechanisms to mobilise resources for 
women. An example of this is ‘Emily’s List’ 
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Political Party Membership: 
Signifi cantly More Men than Women

BOX 
2E

GABRIELA is the biggest alliance of women’s organisations in the Philippines. It is a progressive women’s alliance dedicated 
to promoting the rights of women and indigenous people. It has also campaigned against the disappearances and killings of 
suspected rebels; waged militant opposition to the infl uence of international fi nancial institutions over the Philippine economy 
and politics; and denounced corruption. 

In 2001, GABRIELA entered the political arena when its Secretary General, Liza Maza, ran as a Party List Representative 
under the Bayan Muna (Country First) Party. With the enactment of the ‘Party List System’ Law in 1995, excluded groups 
such as women, workers and farmers were able to supersede some of the entrenched barriers to their participation and form 
‘sectoral’ parties to contest 20 per cent of the 250 seats in the Philippine House of Representatives. 

Under the law, each voter has two votes when electing Members of the Lower House, one for the individual district repre-
sentative and another for the ‘sectoral party’ of her/his choice. To win a seat, a party should at least obtain two per cent of 
the total number of votes cast in the entire country, and can be awarded a maximum of three seats in Parliament.

GABRIELA’s representative won in 2001 and was re-elected in 2004. In 2007, GABRIELA ran again and earned 3.94 per cent 
of total votes, winning seats for two representatives. The election of GABRIELA’s representative in 2001 greatly advanced the 
women’s rights agenda in the Lower House. She played a major role in the passage of pro-women legislation such as the Anti-
Traffi cking in Persons Act and the Anti-Violence Against Women and Children Act. In 2007, the two GABRIELA representa-
tives fi led legislative proposals regarding the work benefi ts of Filipino women and migrant workers, divorce, marital infi delity, 
prostitution, protection of women and children in confl ict areas, and the welfare of female prisoners. 

Reforming the electoral system through the introduction of the party list system gave women and other excluded sectors the 
opportunity not only to be represented in the legislature but to advance a legislative agenda that directly addresses women’s 
issues. The party list system broadened the public space for women, particularly rural women, whose voices can now be heard 
as GABRIELA goes to Congress.i  

GABRIELA Goes to Congress 

Notes: Calculations are based on self-identifi cation as members of political parties and/or women’s groups in 
the World Values Survey. Only countries with information from the fourth wave (1999-2004) were included. 

Source: World Values Survey database.
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in the US, a body independent of party con-
trol that provides fi nancial and moral back-
ing to Democratic women candidates who 
support a gender equality agenda.23

Governments still have a long way to go 
to fi nd effective means of addressing elec-
tion violence and other forms of intimida-
tion targeting women. Some have found 
it effective to work with media to prevent 
hostile coverage of women candidates. In 
Sierra Leone’s peaceful 2007 election, this 
issue was of particular concern to the Elec-
tion Commissioner, Christiana Thorpe, who 
ensured that gender equality issues were 
covered in the codes of conduct for political 
parties and media.24 Where access to televi-
sion and the Internet is scarce, for example 
in sub-Saharan Africa, talk radio and com-
munity radio allow women to get news and 
technical information and in some cases to 
act as citizen journalists, empowering them 
to be more active in the economic and po-
litical life of their communities.25

Translating presence into 
policies: Do more women in 
politics make a difference?

Worldwide, there are more women in gov-
ernment today than ever before.26 But 
women’s presence may not be enough to 
change public policy and resource alloca-
tion patterns. Other institutional and informal 
mechanisms are needed to build skills and 
leverage behind a gender equality agenda. 
These include women’s caucuses that reach 
across party lines, parliamentary commit-
tees on gender equality, support from the 
ruling party, and coordination among differ-
ent government departments.27 

Women in public offi ce tend overwhelm
ingly to be clustered in ‘social’ policy-making 
positions (see Figure 2.7) Whether by choice 
or by force of unexamined assumptions about 
women’s contribution to public decision-
making, this concentration in the social sectors 
can inhibit women’s  potential contribution to 
other critical decision-making areas, notably 
security, the budget, and foreign policy. 

Nevertheless, higher numbers of women 
in parliament generally contribute to stronger 
attention to women’s issues. A large-scale 
survey of members of parliament undertaken 
by the Inter-Parliamentary Union recently 
found that over 90 per cent of respondents 
agreed that women bring different views, 
perspectives and talents to politics, and an 
equally large percentage of male and female 
respondents believed that “women give pri-
ority to those issues believed to be women’s 
issues.”28 In the words of one member of par-
liament, “It’s the women in politics who put 
women’s rights and violence against women 
and children on the political agenda.”29 

One of the anticipated effects of women in 
public offi ce is a decrease in corrupt practices 
in public offi ce. Certainly corruption is a mat-
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In the absence of political accountability, 
when aspirations to advance women’s in-
terests can fi nd no expression, and when 
representatives are unable to advance leg-
islation or see it enacted, the result can 
be a loss of faith in democratic participa-

open up political spaces for women. They 
have succeeded in changing the meaning 
of the political by exposing how power re-
lations work in the private sphere and by 
demanding the democratisation of all social 
relations. 
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Accountability in Timor-Leste, however, as in all other countries emerging from 
the trauma of prolonged violent confl ict, remains an enormously complex politi-
cal and institutional project. In the new state of Timor-Leste the public admin-
istration literally had to be built from scratch. In 1999, for example, there were 
only 70 lawyers in the country, no formal judicial system, no civil service, and 
no political institutions to ensure citizen’s access to justice in the emerging in-
dependent state.ii

Unlike in many other post-confl ict contexts, Timorese women were able to par-
ticipate in nation building from the start. In this they were assisted by the United 
Nations peacekeeping missions that sought to support national accountability to women. The fi rst United Nations mission (2000-2002), 
for example, promoted gender equality in policy, programmes and legislation in the East Timor Transitional Administration. This eventually 
evolved into a policy-making mechanism strategically integrated into the new government. With the support of a representative network 
of women’s organisations and a critical mass of women in high-level decision-making positions, this work provided the foundation for 
the comprehensive institutional framework for gender equality that exists today. As the Special Representative of the Secretary General, 
Atul Khare, has pointed out, “Women are strong advocates for justice and accountability. Therefore, the alliance between peacekeeping 
operations, women, and women’s organisations is crucial for promoting long-term stability in any country.” 

World Bank Lending on ‘Public Sector Governance’: 
Gender Focus, 2002-2007
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Notes: This graph shows information for proportions allocated to projects that (a) do not have a specifi c gender sub-theme, regardless of whether they have 
mentioned the theme “social development, gender and inclusion”, or (b) have a gender focus, that is, have mentioned the theme “social development, gender 
and inclusion” and have a “gender” sub-theme within it. Calculations were made considering any mention of “public sector governance” and its subthemes 
across all themes (up to fi ve) and sub-themes. Hence, a project could be counted more than once within this thematic categories and subcategories. While the 
gender sub-theme provides project managers with the opportunity to indicate activities targeting or benefi tting women, this tool may be subject to inconsistent 
application since projects focusing on areas that may well be of signifi cance to women’s rights – such as public expenditure management or civil service 
reform – may not be identifi ed by their managers as having  gender as their main focus. 

Source: World Bank Projects Database.
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women and their allies identifying and mo-
bilizing around an issue of common con-
cern. This is the fi rst step in the cycle of ac-
countability, essential in order to formulate 
a mandate upon which public decision-
makers can act. ‘Women’ are of course not 
a single category. In reality, the interests of 
some, often upper-class, educated, urban 
women tend to be better represented than 

those of poor, uneducated, rural women. 
It cannot be assumed, therefore, that all 
women share the same political interests 
(see Box 2A).

In recent years, the emergence of a ‘gen-
der gap’ in voting behavior — that is, women 
as a group voting differently from men, es-
pecially in developed countries — and the 
increasing importance of this ‘women’s vote’ 

BOX 
2A

Women’s interests: Women have as wide 
a range of interests as any other other so-
cial group. Women’s interests often, but not 
always, include both gender and gender 
equality interests.

Gender interests: This term denotes in-
terests that women have because they are 
women. These include issues related to 
pregnancy and childbirth, nourishing and 
educating children, and building a safe 
community environment. 

Gender equality interests: These are inter-
ests derived from an analysis of inequality 
based on gender differences, and aim for a 
lasting transformation of gender relations in 
order to ensure full achievement of women’s 
rights.i

Women’s movements: This term describes 
the collectivity of women’s organisations and 
their allies in a particular context.  Women’s 
civil society activism makes signifi cant de-
mands on their time and resources, and 
therefore in many contexts the proportion 
of women in civil society organisations can 
be low. While women’s movements have at 
times acted with marked determination and 
shared purpose, the term ‘women’s move-
ment’ in the singular can also exaggerate 
the level of solidarity and cohesion within 
and between women’s organisations. For 
this reason, the term ‘women’s movements’ 
is used in this report to indicate the plurality 
of women’s mobilizing. 
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mented if the requisite services are deliv-
ered. While there has been notable prog-
ress in passing laws and making policies, 
budgeting for and delivering the actual 
services mandated by these laws and poli-
cies are the measure of accountability. This 
chapter examines gender-specifi c bias-
es in the way services are resourced and 
designed, and shows how women’s physi-
cal and social access to services is often 
constrained. It outlines ways in which better 
accountability, including performance indica-
tors and new mandates for service providers, 
can improve service delivery for women and 
change the lives of entire communities.
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FIGURE
3.1

Water collection is a task mainly undertaken by women. Women’s responsibility for water collec-
tion tends to coincide with poor access to water, thus suggesting a high time burden on women. 

2.5 billion people live in countries where one fi fth or more of the 
population cannot access drinkable water.

Notes: Population with access to improved water captures the 
percentage of households that can access drinkable water within each 
country.

Source: UNDP (2006).
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Why services matter for 
women
Services enable women to realise 
basic rights 

The most obvious way in which ser-
vices matter to women is that they sup-
port their rights to health, education and 
a decent life. Poor women rely more than 
men on public services because they of-
ten do not have other options. If they 
have to pay for health or education, girls 
and women from poorer households are 
likely to lose out, as poor households 
commonly reserve their cash for medi-
cal care and schooling for men and boys.3 

The burden of many domestic tasks that 
women perform can also be signifi cantly 
lightened by a better provision of public ser-
vices, whether through safer roads, cleaner 
wells, or proper water and sanitation sys-
tems.4 For instance, if households have no 
water in or near the premises, it is women’s 
job to do the time-consuming work of fetch-
ing and carrying it (see Figure 3.1). Research 
in sub-Saharan Africa suggests that women 
spend some 40 billion hours a year collect-
ing water—the equivalent of a year’s worth 
of labor by the entire workforce in France.5 
Where water is more readily available, men 
increasingly share in the responsibility of 
managing household water supplies. This 
makes an investment in improved water 
also an investment in freeing women’s time, 
but many countries still have a long way to 
go in this respect, as seen in Figure 3.2. 

When governments make concerted ef-
forts to reach women, they are not only con-
tributing to their welfare, but also recognising 
women’s rights. Policies to increase girls’ ac-
cess to education in many countries, for ex-
ample, have been boosted by strong signals 
from governments, political leaders and the 
international community that girls’ education 
is a matter of vital national importance. As a 
result, the gap between boys’ and girls’ pri-
mary school completion rates in low-income 
countries dropped from 18 per cent in 1990 
to 13 per cent in 2000. In Gambia, girls’ en-
rolment rates more than doubled between 
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shows one important reason for this: dispari-
ties in access to skilled health care providers. 
Given the critical role that public investment 
in service quality plays in building women’s 
and community well-being, it is not surpris-
ing that mobilisation around rights to public 
services has been a major element of wom-
en’s collective action. 

Access to services is a rallying point 
for women’s collective action

Mobilisation aimed at improving service de-
livery can have lasting effects on women’s 
participation in civil society and their en-
gagement with the state. In the aftermath of 
the Chernobyl disaster, for example, Ukrai-
nian women set up MAMA-86 to campaign 
for environmental rights, with a focus on 
safe water. MAMA-86 lobbied for rights to 
offi cial information about the environment, 
collected information about drinking water 

1980 and 2000, while in Guinea they jumped 
from 19 per cent to 63 per cent between 
1990 and 2001.6

Figure 3.3 shows that in a number of low-
income countries, rates of girls’ enrolment 
are strong – a signal of government commit-
ment. Figure 3.4, however, shows that a gap 
remains between girls’ and boys’ primary 
education rates in most regions, in spite of 
improvements. Signifi cant variation within 
regions can indicate differences in state 
capacity to deliver education and in the 
robustness of accountability systems. 

This cross-regional variation in the impact 
of service delivery is even more marked in 
the case of maternal mortality, which re-
fl ects public health investments. Figure 3.5 
shows startling lifetime risks of maternal 
death across countries; Figure 3.6 shows 
wide variations in chances of maternal death 
even within  regional clusters; and Figure 3.7 
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quality and publicised it widely. This led to 
participation in policymaking, and through 
public consultations, MAMA-86 prepared 
amendments to draft laws that eventually 
granted citizens access to information about 
drinking water issues.7 Similar examples 
from countries as diverse as India, Peru and 
Argentina show how the delivery of services 
can become a rallying point for women’s 
mobilisation and political engagement.

India provides an especially powerful ex-
ample. In India, popular mobilisation in the 
past 10 years has centered on demands for 
the state to take responsibility for ensuring 
fi ve critical elements of life with dignity: the 
rights to food, work, education, health and 
information (see Panel: Demanding Basic 
Rights Through Mobilisation in India, on page 
42). These campaigns have brought together 
citizens spanning the rural-urban landscape, 
across cleavages of class, caste, religion, 
age and gender, making them broad social 
movements.

In Peru, the comedores, originally com-
munity kitchens set up for the urban poor, 
also became important sites of social mo-

Maternal Mortality: 
Disparities in Risk
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ences in the status of women around the world. 
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bilisation, particularly for women. In the 
late 1980s, with the introduction of a pro-
gramme of social services for shantytowns, 
the comedores were strengthened and fed-
erated. This led to more political demands 
for welfare services for women outside their 
membership, and fi nally to a law recognis-
ing them as ‘social base groups’ entitled 
to public funding and formal access to the 
state.8 More recently, in Argentina, wom-
en’s groups have used the right to public 
information to investigate inadequate ser-
vice delivery such as missing rape kits in 
provincial hospitals. Mujeres en Igualdad, 
a women’s NGO supported by UNIFEM 
and the United Nations Democracy Fund 
(UNDEF), has been using campaigns fo-
cused on citizens’ right to information as the 
basis of a broader national agenda aimed 

Argentinian NGO Translates Information into Action

“During the last presidential election, Argentina reached a new level regarding women’s political participation: we now have a 
woman President, 40 per cent female representation in the Chamber of Deputies, 39 per cent in the Senate, one governor. It 
is a right won by several generations of political and social activists. In spite of these achievements, women still lack infl uence 
at the highest levels of decision-making.” Monique Altschul, Executive Director, Mujeres en Igualdad.

Mujeres en Igualdad (MEI) in Argentina is a women’s NGO that has placed accountability to women at the core of its mandate. 
Its campaigns for accountability have targeted all aspects of governance, including political parties and local and national 
government, and have particularly drawn attention to the impact of corruption on women. MEI has identifi ed the lack of ac-
cess to information as a major source of corruption and therefore has focused on supporting women to exercise this right in 
areas as diverse as sexual and reproductive rights, legislative transparency, and political participation. 

In 2007, during Argentina’s most recent national electoral campaign, MEI and its partners focused on gathering information 
regarding public and private funding for political parties and drew attention to the unequal funding levels received by male and 
female candidates. They also conducted an analysis of female candidates’ speeches, examined media and party perceptions 
regarding gender and corruption, and undertook a comparative study of gender equality issues in the parties’ charters.i   MEI 
found that few parties addressed gender equality or women’s political participation, and only one discussed gender issues 
during its training programme.ii  

Another key area of work for MEI has been establishing a network of women’s organisations in eight provinces that regularly 
request information from government offi ces on vital issues affecting women’s rights. These include traffi cking in women and 
girls, compliance with laws and programmes on domestic violence and reproductive rights, women’s equity in employment, 
and women’s political participation at the local level. During a 2007 meeting in the province of Jujuy, for example, the women 
drew attention to issues ranging from free contraceptives gone missing from public hospitals to cases of girls raped as a result 
of poor street lighting to corruption and gender biases in the judiciary. 

Thanks to the advocacy efforts of organisations like MEI, women in Argentina are now at the forefront of efforts to make 
national and local government more accountable. As one member of MEI summed up, “...as long as we fi ght gender discrimi-
nation, and we fi ght corruption, we will be able to enforce equality and accountability.”
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Traditional Leadership Act specifi es that at 
least one-third of the ‘traditional commu-
nity’ leaders must be women, enforcing this 
provision has been challenging.48 

In short, improvements in services for 
women can neither depend exclusively on 
choice and privatisation of services, nor on 
women raising their voices at the point of 
delivery. ‘Choice’-based approaches inevi-
tably privilege those with market power, and 
do not deal with the way gender relations 
affect women’s purchasing power. ‘Voice’-
based approaches must give expression to 
the diversity of women’s interests, and even 
when women organise effectively to repre-
sent their concerns and to engage in direct 
oversight of providers, the result can be 
frustration and alienation if traditional inter-
ests control service delivery or if states lack 
the capacity to respond.

What needs to happen to 
improve accountability to 
women in services? 
Common points of emphasis from the 
many examples in this chapter add up to a 
gender-sensitive approach to the reform 
of public service institutions. This ap-
proach includes both ‘voice’ and ‘choice’-
based efforts, but favours the more wide-
ranging ‘voice’-based initiatives because 
these build on collective action and, in the 
process, strengthen women’s rights and 
their capacities to shape the broader public 
interest and political agenda. 

New mandates to serve women
Public-sector organisations need to have a 
specifi c mandate to ensure they promote 
women’s rights and gender equality goals. 
Two elements should be in place for a 
gender-sensitive mandate to be established: 
First, service providers must recognise that 
women have specifi c needs regarding ser-
vice delivery. Second, this recognition must 
be supported by commitment to action.

Mandates to serve women are often the 
result of women’s citizen action, based on 
research or information that has brought to 

light new and startling evidence about gen-
der inequalities or service failures or abuses. 
Alternatively they can be the result of exter-
nal pressures by aid donors or global civil 
society mobilising around women’s rights. 
For instance, targets regarding service im-
provements that emerged out of the Edu-
cation For All and Millennium Development 
Goal initiatives have been signifi cant means 
of ensuring that governments formally 
recognise and address problems of gender 
inequality.49 Mandated reform to make gen-
der equality central to the remit of institu-
tions works best when all institutional actors 
recognise that gender equality is ‘mission 
critical’ – that it makes a central contribution 
to the effectiveness of the institution. 

Mandates to serve women must be sup-
ported by commitment to action. This may 
take the form of policy and legislative chang-
es, new programmes or projects, or estab-
lishing incentives for service-providers to 
listen and respond to, women’s needs. In 
Timor-Leste and South Africa, for example, 
women’s groups organised to develop Wom-
en’s Charters — published statements about 

Women’s Role in Health Decisions, 1999-2005
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3.8

Notes: Regional averages (unweighted) were calculated using available DHS country information and classifi ed ac-
cording to regional groupings. Original information included a fourth category where information was not available 
for some countries. These percentages were recomputed to add 100% considering only these three categories.

Source: UNIFEM elaboration based on DHS database.

More than 1 in 4 women does not have a fi nal say in decisions related to her own health. A woman's 
role in making healthcare decisions is a strong measure of her autonomy, and thus of her ability to 
access services.



effectively tapped than men’s (Figure 4.1) 
and that women have been more concen-
trated than men in informal, subsistence and 
vulnerable employment (Figure 4.2). In the 
last decade, more than 200 million women 
have joined the global labour force. In 2007, 
there were 1.2 billion women in paid work, 
compared to 1.8 billion men.2 An indicator 
of the accountability challenge they continue 
to face in formal employment is the gender 
wage gap, standing at a global average of 
about 17 per cent (Figure 4.3), and which 
tends to be higher in private than in public 
sector employment (Figure 4.4).

This chapter examines how women have 
mobilised in order to make governments, 
employers and businesses more account-
able for protecting their rights so that mar-
kets are managed in the interests of gender 
and social equality. It looks at the contra-
dictions between human rights legislation 
that is meant to protect women’s rights and 
the uncertain status of gender equality in 
trade legislation. It argues that if women’s 
rights are to be upheld, then both the public 
and private sectors must make commit-
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Across all regions, employment-to-population ratios are signifi -
cantly higher for men compared to women, particularly in South 
Asia and the Middle East & North Africa. 

Employment to Population Ratios by Sex (%)

Status in Employment as Share of Total Employment (%)

Notes: Wage and salaried workers are also known as “employees” or persons in paid jobs, where the incumbent holds an explicit or implicit contract and receives 
a basic remuneration that is not directly dependent on the revenue of the unit for which they work. Own-account workers are persons who are self-employed 
with no employees working for them. Contributing family workers are own-account workers who work without pay in an establishment operated by a relative 
living in the same household. Vulnerable employment is calculated as the sum of own-account workers and contributing family workers. Weighted regional 
averages were calculated by ILO using UNIFEM’s regional groupings. The value labels shown are for 2007.

Sources: ILO (2008); ILO Key Indicators of the Labour Market database; and estimates provided by ILO to UNIFEM on request.

Women are a Smaller Proportion of Salaried Workers than MenFIGURE
4.2

In most developing regions, about one half to two thirds of women hold vulnerable employment. Although the percentage of women in vulnerable 
employment has dropped since 1997 in most regions, a disparity between men and women exists, specially in the Middle East & North Africa 
and Sub-Saharan Africa.
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Treatment Authorities, to review cases of 
discrimination, as Box 4B illustrates in the 
case of Hungary (see page 63).33  

National legislation

Where efforts to bring gender balance into 
corporate governance have been endorsed 
by national governments – most strikingly 
in the case of Norwegian national legisla-
tion obliging companies to bring women 
onto company boards (see Box 4C) – they 
have been successful. Data on numbers 
of women in executive posts around the 
world shows that positive action such as 
this is essential to breaking the ‘glass ceil-
ing’ keeping women from senior enterprise 
management. Figure 4.10 shows that the 
share of women in senior positions around 
the world remains low and is not correlated 
with numbers of women in full time jobs. 
There is, however, an evident relationship 

in a different country, thereby limiting par-
ent company liability. An emerging ‘foreign 
direct liability’ legal instrument has been 
used to hold parent companies to account 
in their home countries in high-profile cases 
involving dereliction of duty to protect the 
environment or workers’ health.32 So far, 
however, foreign direct liability instruments 
have not been used to prosecute corporate 
abuses of women’s rights. 

Regional oversight bodies

In some instances, governments have been 
required to honour their commitments to 
labour and human rights standards through 
national or regional oversight bodies. In 
the European Union, for example, member 
states must adopt legislation that pro-
hibits discrimination and establish agen-
cies to monitor compliance, such as Equal 
Opportunities Commissions and Equal 
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Notes: Unweighted regional averages were estimated. Complete information for developed regions was unavailable. Estimates on the number of persons in senior 
positions per full time workers are UNIFEM calculations. These estimates were produced using the percentages from the left side graph, and assuming that 10% 
of the full time employees are in senior positions. If the actual percentage is different from the assumed 10%, the actual number of persons estimated would also 
change, but the female to male ratio would remain the same.

Source: World Bank Enterprise Survey.

While the number of men in senior management positions per total share of full time employment is relatively stable (between 1 in 6 to 1 in 
9), the number of women is dramatically lower, ranging from 1 in 26 women in sub-Saharan Africa and in Latin America and Caribbean, to 1 in 
62 women in East Asia and Pacifi c. The percentage of women in senior positions ranges from 3 to 12%, despite the fact that the share of full 
time female employment ranges from 17% to 49%.



effectively tapped than men’s (Figure 4.1) 
and that women have been more concen-
trated than men in informal, subsistence and 
vulnerable employment (Figure 4.2). In the 
last decade, more than 200 million women 
have joined the global labour force. In 2007, 
there were 1.2 billion women in paid work, 
compared to 1.8 billion men.2 An indicator 
of the accountability challenge they continue 
to face in formal employment is the gender 
wage gap, standing at a global average of 
about 17 per cent (Figure 4.3), and which 
tends to be higher in private than in public 
sector employment (Figure 4.4).

This chapter examines how women have 
mobilised in order to make governments, 
employers and businesses more account-
able for protecting their rights so that mar-
kets are managed in the interests of gender 
and social equality. It looks at the contra-
dictions between human rights legislation 
that is meant to protect women’s rights and 
the uncertain status of gender equality in 
trade legislation. It argues that if women’s 
rights are to be upheld, then both the public 
and private sectors must make commit-
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Across all regions, employment-to-population ratios are signifi -
cantly higher for men compared to women, particularly in South 
Asia and the Middle East & North Africa. 

Employment to Population Ratios by Sex (%)

Status in Employment as Share of Total Employment (%)

Notes: Wage and salaried workers are also known as “employees” or persons in paid jobs, where the incumbent holds an explicit or implicit contract and receives 
a basic remuneration that is not directly dependent on the revenue of the unit for which they work. Own-account workers are persons who are self-employed 
with no employees working for them. Contributing family workers are own-account workers who work without pay in an establishment operated by a relative 
living in the same household. Vulnerable employment is calculated as the sum of own-account workers and contributing family workers. Weighted regional 
averages were calculated by ILO using UNIFEM’s regional groupings. The value labels shown are for 2007.

Sources: ILO (2008); ILO Key Indicators of the Labour Market database; and estimates provided by ILO to UNIFEM on request.
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In most developing regions, about one half to two thirds of women hold vulnerable employment. Although the percentage of women in vulnerable 
employment has dropped since 1997 in most regions, a disparity between men and women exists, specially in the Middle East & North Africa 
and Sub-Saharan Africa.
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ments to gender equality that are monitored 
and enforced. The challenges of remaining 
competitive in the world economy must not 
become an excuse for governments to sup-
press women’s labour rights. 

Market forces and 
women’s rights
Accountability and globalisation

Accountability mechanisms in private sec-
tor markets are based on different princi-
ples than those in the public sector. In the 
public sector, as we have seen in earlier 
chapters, a social contract between the 
state and its citizens governs the rights and 
obligations of both parties. In the market, 
by contrast, accountability is based on indi-
vidual contracts between the employee and 
the employer or between service providers 
and clients. As noted by Kurt Hoffman, 
Director of Shell Foundation: “Corporations 
are accountable to the market. If they don’t 
succeed in providing their customers what 
they want, they go out of business… that’s 
the model. You find out what the customer 
wants and then they respond by voting for 
what you provide.” 3 Where demand is not 
met or contracts are not honoured, the 
theory goes, individuals may choose an 
alternative provider or employer.

There are well-known flaws in this logic. 
Women may get paid less than men for the 
same work, or be denied access to better-
paid jobs because of entrenched attitudes 
that incorrectly assume men are the main 
breadwinners and need to earn more. Or 
women may not be able to compete equally 
with their male colleagues because they 
cannot invest an equal amount of time in 
work when they remain responsible for 
the greatest share of household and child-
rearing tasks. In other words, women’s 
unequal status can restrict their ability to 
choose to leave a job as an  accountability 
strategy if their rights are infringed. 

Whether as farmers, factory employees 
or home-based workers, women’s employ-
ment increasingly takes place as part of 
‘global supply chains’ that stretch from the 

 Chapter 4: Markets 55

Women are Paid 17% Less 
Than Men

Gender Pay Gap (%), 2006-2007
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According to public information collected by the International 
Trade Union Confederation (ITUC), the gender pay gap ranges 
from 3% to 51% with a global average of 17%. Information avail-
able only for selected countries.



woman sewing a skirt in South Asia or Latin 
America to the consumer buying it in an up-
scale department store in one of the world’s 
metropolises, with many steps in between 
for bringing a product from conception to fi -
nal consumption. Yet while supply chains are 
spread across vast geographic spaces, they 
are also socially embedded. Production oc-
curs within national markets that are shaped 
by social norms and gender inequalities that 
can systematically disadvantage women.4 

Supply chains therefore refl ect women’s 
lower status in the labour market, while at 
the same time illustrating the reasons why 
companies fi nd it so attractive to rely on 
female labour in the new global economy. 
They capture two important, parallel trends 
in the labour market: feminisation and in-
formalisation.5 As we shall see, both trends 
have consequences for accountability.

The feminisation of the labour force

Globalisation has led to an unprecedented 
demand for women workers in certain key 
sectors. For instance, women now make up 
60 to 90 per cent of the fresh produce and 
clothing labour force at the labour-intensive 
stages of the supply chain in developing 
countries;6 they are also a major presence in 
the new tertiary outsourced service sectors, 
for example, call centres and financial serv-
ices.7 As one economist observed, “Women 
have emerged as the flexible labour force par 
excellence for the highly competitive labour-
intensive sectors of the global economy.”8  

There are at least three reasons why 
women are attractive to employers.9 First, 
they are often free of the ‘fixed costs’ of an 
organised labour force — namely, employer-
provided benefits and social security contri-
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Women tend to earn less than men, and the gender pay gap in the private sector tends to be wider 
than in the public sector.

Women Seeking Accountability in the Bangladeshi Garment Industry 

The fi rst wave of women to enter the garment industry in Bangladesh in the early 1980s was driven by circumstances outside their control: 
poverty, dispossession, male unemployment, widowhood and abandonment.i These women were generally unaware of their rights and 
grateful for jobs that paid far more than they could hope to earn elsewhere. From an employers’ perspective, they were an ideal workforce 
for an industry that sought to compete in the global economy on the basis of cheap labour. They could be paid much less than men with 
equivalent skills and be treated as a largely informal workforce to whom employers had no obligation aside from paying their wages.ii 

Today, things are beginning to change. Female education has gone up steadily; there has been widespread dissemination of ideas 
about women’s rights through non-governmental organisations (NGOs), state pronouncements and the media, while microfi nance has 
increased and diversifi ed employment opportunities in the countryside. Women enter the industry not just because of poverty, but also 
for the prospect of improving their family’s standard of living, sending their children to school, saving for their dowries or supporting age-
ing parents. They have been able to leverage their earnings into increased decision-making power within their families and independent 
purchasing power in the market place.iii They have also become increasingly visible in collective actions in support of their rights, which 
have linked local and global movements. 

At the global level, campaigns have drawn attention to abuses of workers’ rights in global supply chains and put pressure on international 
corporations to take greater responsibility for employees through corporate codes of conduct. Local employers in the Bangladesh gar-
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Women Tend to be Employed in Agriculture or Services
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FIGURE
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In most regions female employment is concentrated in either services or agriculture, with fewer women than men employed in industry (rang-
ing from 7 to 23% in all regions, compared to 12 to 34% for men). The only region where men and women have similar patterns of employment 
by sector, both in relative composition and in trend, is East Asia & Pacifi c.

ment industry must now demonstrate compliance with these codes to win orders from international buyers. The Bangladesh Garment 
Manufacturers and Exporters Association (BGMEA) has formulated its own code of conduct for the industry, in collaboration with the 
major trade unions, and has set up a compliance unit that monitors labour conditions in members’ factories.iv It has been known to freeze 
licenses of members whose factories have made headlines for violations. Legal success in winning favorable verdicts for workers in the 
labour courts also led BGMEA to set up its own conciliation and arbitration cell, with equal representation of employers and trade unions. 
This is intended to provide a less expensive and time-consuming mechanism for settling disputes between employers and workers. 

In 2006, the Government passed a new labour code, after 12 years of deliberation and activism. It applies to all workers, and the new 
sections relevant to the garment industry include written contracts and identity cards, timely payment of wages, revised minimum wage, 
paid maternity leave and explicit laws against sexual harassment. 

Despite this progress, there is still much to be done to improve women worker’s rights. In May 2006, tens of thousands of workers, men 
and women, took to the streets to protest irregular wage payments and demand a higher minimum wage. The government agreed to 
a new rate, though it falls short of the 3000 takas (US$44) per month regarded as a minimum living wage. As Shefali, a female garment 
leader, said: “Earlier it used to be much more diffi cult to make the workers understand about different issues. But now they understand 
the importance of organizations…about the ILO convention and the law, and they ask for information.”v



a global average of about 19 per cent of union 
membership (Figure 4.8). Union membership 
for women is strongly linked to a lower 
gender wage gap (Figure 4.9), demonstrating 
the connection between collective action 
and better private sector accountability 
to women.

With ever-growing numbers of women in 
the paid labour force, unions are intensifying 
efforts to recruit them. Successful campaigns 
to organise women workers have been run 
by the Council of Trade Unions in Australia, 
the National Organisation of Trade Unions in 
Uganda, the Confederación de Trabajadores 
de Honduras and the Confederación Sindical 
de Comisiones Obreras in Spain, among 
others. In each of these cases, the organisa-
tion focused on a single issue of importance 
to women, such as gender gaps in pay, pro-
tection for mothers, or child care.15

Growing numbers of casual and home-
based workers are also organising for their 
rights. In 1996, the International Labour 
Organisation (ILO) adopted the Convention 
on Home Work16 as the result of a long 
campaign17 led by SEWA (Self Employed 
Women’s Association) in India, the world’s 
largest union of women in informal work, 
and coordinated by HomeNet, an interna-
tional network for home-based workers.18 
So far, the Convention has been ratified by 
only five governments — Ireland, Finland, 
the Netherlands, Argentina and Albania 
— but in principle it provides a platform to 
demand accountability for the world’s esti-
mated 300 million homeworkers.19

In India, where a large informal economy 
employs the vast majority of workers, SEWA 
has developed a model of organising that 
addresses women’s unpaid work in care-
giving as well as their paid work in the 
labour force. With a membership of almost 
one million women,20 SEWA is now formally 
recognised as a trade union and is an affiliate 
of the International Trade Union Congress.21 
Elsewhere, on May 1, 2006, organisations 
of home-based workers in Asia, Europe and 
Latin America announced the formation of 
the Federation of Homeworkers Worldwide 
to demand equal treatment with workers in 
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Women Dominate 
Employment in Most Export 
Processing Zones
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more formal employment.22 Their demands 
include recognition for home-based workers’ 
rights, including the right to organise and 
government-provided social protection, par-
ticularly for health, maternity and old age. 

UNIFEM supported this effort in 2004-
2006 through its extended technical and 
financial support to HomeNet in South and 
Southeast Asia under a regional program 
funded by the Dutch Trade Union, Federatie 
Nederlandse Vakbeweging (FNV).23 The 
programme offers education and training, 
access to resources such as credit, skills 
training, and access to technology and 
markets.  

International human rights law and 
trade agreements

A key path for women to realise their rights 
in employment is to ensure that companies 
adhere to national labour legislation and 
international conventions. These include 
the International Labour Organisation’s (ILO) 
Declaration on Fundamental Principles and 
Rights at Work, the Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights, the Convention on the 
Elimination of all forms of Discrimination 
against Women (CEDAW), the Covenant 
on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights 
(ICESCR) and the Declaration on the Right 
to Development (DRtD). However, in parallel 
with international human rights law, there 
is a body of trade law under the auspices 
of the World Trade Organisation (WTO), as 
well as in regional trade agreements and 
economic partnership agreements. While 
gender equality is well defined in human 
rights law, it is on an uncertain footing in 
trade laws. This leaves women with a major 
accountability challenge.  

International and regional trade regimes 
often have strong accountability mechanisms, 
such as the WTO’s Dispute Settlement Body 
(DSB) and the World Bank’s International 
Centre for the Settlement of Investment 
Disputes (ICSID). Both can punish those in 
violation of agreed trade rules, but they rarely 
give adequate emphasis to gender equality.24 
The WTO’s Trade Policy Review Mechanism, 
where member states review each other’s 
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In most countries, less than 40% of the employed population 
belongs to labour unions; women tend to join in lower numbers 
than men.

Notes: Calculations were based on self-identifi cation in the World Values 
Surveys as member of a labour union and limited to those that declared 
they were employed. *Countries marked with an asterisk have statistically 
signifi cant differences for men and women (23 out of 59 countries)

Source: World Values Survey database.



trade policy, is also not concerned with the 
social impacts of trade. Some effort has gone 
into devising ways of bringing gender equal-
ity concerns to both the DSB and the Review 
Mechanism, for instance by justifying protec-
tive measures to encourage women’s busi-
nesses on the basis of CEDAW.25 However, 
the significant technical and financial costs 
of legal processes within trade treaty bodies 
have been major constraints in fully imple-
menting this initiative.26

Instead, women’s groups have focused on 
amassing data to assess the effects of trade 
on women. In Jamaica, UNIFEM supported 
a study in 2004 by Women’s Edge Coalition 
on the impact of free trade agreements.27 
It found job losses outweighing job gains 
for women in agriculture, food processing, 
garments and services. In Central America, 
UNIFEM’s program ‘Women’s Economic 

Agenda’ focuses on gender analysis of the 
impact of trade agreements on women’s 
economic opportunities.28 It also develops 
women’s economic planning leadership and 
influence in new trade negotiations.
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BOX 
4B

What can a European Union citizen do if she experiences discrimination on the basis of gender? One avenue open to 
women is to seek help at the Equal Treatment Authority (ETA) in their countries. Since its establishment in 2005, the Hungar-
ian ETA has handled cases of discrimination on the basis of ethnicity, disability, gender and maternity, including the following 
cases of Ilona and Krisztina. 

In 2006, Ilona, a 26-year-old Hungarian unskilled blue collar worker, called to apply for a job at a small company that seemed 
to offer decent hourly wages. She was told that she was not eligible as only men were hired for this particular job, and was 
instead offered a cleaning job, which would have paid signifi cantly less. Krisztina, a piano teacher in a private music school 
in a small town in Hungary, was working on a series of fi xed term contracts, which had been renewed every year for the 
previous three years. When she announced that she was pregnant, the director of the school refused to renew her contract 
and hired someone else for her slot.

In both of the cases above, the Hungarian ETA passed decisions in favour of the employees. In the fi rst case, the company 
where Ilona wanted to get a job paid a small fi ne. Although Ilona herself did not get any compensation, when the company 
opened a new plant six months later, she received the job for which she had originally applied. Krisztina’s school was also 
reprimanded; a bulletin announcing this was posted in the local Town Hall and the ETA prohibited further discriminatory be-
haviour on the part of the employer. Krisztina, however, did not get her job back or the eligibility for maternity leave she had 
lost when fi red. The ETA recommended that she sue the school, but she was too busy with the new baby to get involved in 
a lengthy, expensive and emotionally taxing court battle.

The cases of Ilona and Krisztina illustrate the fact that ETA’s impact is necessarily limited. Even when a favourable ruling is 
passed, the women who brought the complaint are not personally eligible for compensation. ETA can mediate between the vic-
tim and the company, fi ne the company and issue a statement reprimanding them and prohibiting further discrimination. It can 
also prevent the company from receiving state subsidies or funding from European Union sources. But ETA has no resources to 
monitor whether or not the company stops discriminatory behaviour when asked to do so. While ETA may encourage victims 
seek compensation or restitution through the local courts, it cannot provide concrete fi nancial or legal assistance.

New Equal Treatment Authorities Offer Some Improvement i

Gender Pay Gap, by Membership of Trade 
Unions, 2006-2007
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factory inspectors charged with implement-
ing workplace safety and operational direc-
tives; public-health officers empowered to 
ensure that minimum environmental quality 
standards are met; and anti-trust authori-
ties responsible for protecting vulnerable 
groups from collusive business practices. 
The recent food crisis, for example, dem-
onstrates the importance of market regula-
tion in the interest of gender equality as a 
development goal along with other goals, 
as highlighted in Box 4A. 

Efforts to manage market forces, however, 
are not always driven by social justice agen-
das. Governments have responded to pub-
lic demands for regulation by adopting or 
enforcing labour laws designed to provide a 
safety net against market failure, or to cor-
rect abusive practices such as child labour, 
environmental degradation or gender dis-
crimination.13 They have also tailored eco-

nomic policy decisions to support national 
industries, increase economic growth and 
enhance private accumulation. In the past, 
this often took the form of efforts to protect 
infant industries through, for instance, rais-
ing the cost of competing imports. In the 
current era of open economies and market 
deregulation, the emphasis has shifted to 
creating a market environment designed to 
attract investors. 

Efforts to attract investment do not have to 
conflict with managing the market for social 
ends. For instance, research has shown that 
investment in women’s education pays off 
not only for women and their families, but 
also in terms of a skilled labour force that can 
attract business investment.14 However, the 
costs of labour rights protections, the high 
state capacity it requires, and the empow-
ered labour force that results, are sometimes 
seen as a constraint on capital. These con-
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of foreign domestic workers and has helped workers from India, Indonesia and Sri Lanka to establish their own unions.x NGO activity to 
support women migrants, however, is an insuffi cient substitute for national accountability. While no one state can contain the negative 
consequences of globalisation, including the abuse of the rights of women migrants, each has responsibilities to ensure that the rights 
of those under its jurisdiction are respected. 

Women are Half of the World’s MigrantsFIGURE
A

Average Emigration Rate at Tertiary Education Level

Women Lead the Brain DrainFIGURE
B
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inclusion of important provisions on gender 
equality, including the prohibition of discrim-
ination on the grounds of gender, sex, preg-
nancy, marital status and sexual orientation. 
Similarly, in Rwanda, the Preamble to the 
2003 Constitution goes beyond stating the 
need to ensure respect for equality, human 
rights and fundamental freedoms to spe-
cifi cally mention equality between men and 
women, and introduces concrete thresh-
olds for women’s political representation.7 
However, there are still countries across all 
geographical regions where gender equal-
ity is not specifi ed in the constitution, where 
there are exceptions to the prohibition of 
sex discrimination, or where it has only re-
cently been included.

The constitution can provide courts with 
a useful tool for the proactive elaboration of 
defi nitions and standards regarding gender 
equality. For example, in India, the Supreme 
Court took the groundbreaking step in 1997 
of implementing the Constitution in the ab-
sence of legislation on sexual harassment 
in the workplace.8 Drawing on the Consti-
tution’s guarantee of gender equality, and in 
recognition of the binding nature of CEDAW, 
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Reservations to CEDAW

Notes: “International Arbitration” refers to reservations made against 
the requirement to submit intrastate disputes on the interpretation and 
execution of CEDAW to arbitration (Article 29 (1) ). A state is only clas-
sifi ed in this category if this is the only reservation it makes. “Rights in 
Marriage” encapsulates reservations to CEDAW’s provisions of rights 
in marriage and guardianship of children, including the transmission of 
citizenship from mother to child. “Compatibility with Traditional Codes” 
indicates that a state fi nds some provisions of CEDAW incompatible 
with traditional codes; States that protect minority traditions over their 
own national laws fall into this category, as well. “Employment” in-
dicates reservations to provisions on equality in employment. “Other 
Concerns” encompasses states that either make multiple types of res-
ervations to CEDAW, or that register a general reservation regarding 
the whole treaty.

Source: UNIFEM systemisation based on UNDAW website.
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the Court outlined defi nitions and standards 
for monitoring and sanctioning harassment 
in the workplace.9

Legislation

A substantive approach to gender equality 
requires legislative frameworks to be restruc-
tured in order to ensure that constitutional 
commitments are refl ected in national legisla-
tion. For example, in criminal law, provisions 
that allow for the impunity of perpetrators 
of rape within marriage must be repealed,10 
while new laws that criminalise rape within 
marriage must be passed, as some coun-
tries have done. As Figure 5.3 shows, laws 
on sexual assault and marital rape, as well 
as laws on sexual and domestic violence, 
are greatly in need of development across all 
geographic regions.

Women’s groups across the world have 
played an important role in lobbying for re-
form of the legal system. In Turkey, women’s 
groups lobbied for a new Penal Code, passed 
by the Turkish Parliament in 2004, which in-
troduced higher sentences for sexual crimes, 
criminalised marital rape, addressed ‘honour 

killings,’ and criminalised sexual harass-
ment in the workplace. Women’s groups also 
played an important role in shaping the Do-
mestic Violence Law in Mongolia (2004),11 the 
Protection from Violence Act in Spain (2004)12 
and the Maria da Penha Law (2006) in Brazil, 
which represents the culmination of a pro-
longed campaign by women’s organisations 
involving domestic, regional and international 
bodies, such as the Inter-American Commis-
sion on Human Rights.

The procedural level: 
Implementation and 
enforcement
Changing laws is not enough to bring 
justice for women. De facto impunity for 
abuses of women’s rights is often set with-
in a context of a failure of accountability in 
public institutions across the board. For 
women in many parts of the world, the ex-
perience of the justice system is therefore 
likely to suffer from all the problems asso-
ciated with poor service delivery, including 
corruption and lack of access, which can 
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A 2003 UNIFEM study shows that rape and sexual assault are widely recognised as crimes, although in 44 countries legislation is yet to be 
developed or data is missing. The legal situation for domestic violence is similar, but more laws are needed in Sub-Saharan Africa and the 
Middle East. Sexual harassment and marital rape show a very different scenario, with a high proportion of countries with no provisions (or 
where data is missing).



make a mockery of de jure guarantees of 
equal rights.

Women seeking justice

For women, several factors compound the 
barriers in seeking justice commonly en-
countered by the poor and by disadvan-
taged groups. A woman may have diffi culty 
using the courts because her evidence does 
not have the same weight as a man’s; she 
may face time limits for bringing a case for-
ward; she may fear retribution for standing 
up against perceived male prerogatives; or 
she may not be able to reach the courts be-
cause of the distances involved or because 
the costs may be prohibitive. As a result of 
these access barriers, it is diffi cult for wom-
en to bring cases to formal courts.

Legal standing: Courts are one of the most 
important spaces in which to evaluate the 
accountability of the justice system to wom-
en. But they can also be the place where en-
forcement stops, or the reason that it never 
starts, because women may lack the same 
legal rights as men. Rules of legal standing, 
for instance, can prevent women from liti-
gating against their spouses in cases of do-
mestic abuse. An important aspect of legal 
reform for women has been recognition of 
their locus standi – their right to take a case 
to court – a refl ection of their legal person-
hood under the law. In Bolivia, for example, 
it was not until 1995 that wives could press 
charges against husbands for domestic vio-
lence, because Section 276 of its Criminal 
Procedure Code provided that “no penalty 
will be applied when injuries… were infl icted 
by the husband or wife.”13 In terms of rules 
of procedure and evidence, it is still the 
case that, in some countries, courts weigh 
a woman’s testimony as equivalent to one 
half of a man’s.14 

Time limits: Another barrier embedded in 
many legal systems is the imposition of time 
limits for bringing a case to court. This can 
discriminate against women who seek to 
prosecute cases of sexual abuse that may 
have happened long ago, but where it has 
taken the survivor time to overcome the psy-
chological, social or fi nancial costs involved 
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in naming perpetrators and coming to court. 
Research suggests, for example, that rape 
survivors often do not seek justice until years 
after the assault, when evidence is more diffi -
cult to obtain and courts may be barred from 
hearing the case. Women’s rights activists 
have therefore argued that justice systems 
should recognise rape as a crime for which 
there is no time limit, similar to murder and 
kidnapping cases.15 

Risk of suffering further violence: The 
specifi c constraints that women face when 
reporting and then seeking prosecution for 
crimes of sexual violence have attracted 
progressive protection measures. The In-
ternational Criminal Tribunals for Rwanda 
(ICTR) and the former Yugoslavia (ICTY), for 
instance, have witness protection measures 
for survivors of sexual attack that include 
the use of pseudonyms, private hearings, 
scrambling victims’ voices and withholding 
their names from alleged attackers. These 
measures are meant to prevent women 
from having to choose between justice and 

personal safety.16 Speaking out against 
perpetrators can nevertheless be diffi cult. 
Women rights’ activists in the Democratic 
Republic of the Congo, for example, face 
death threats and intimidation for gathering 
evidence about sexual violence to relay to 
international courts and tribunals.17 

Physical access: Key justice institutions 
such as courts, registries, police and pros-
ecution services tend to be concentrated 
in urban areas and are therefore diffi cult to 
access. To address the problems of access 
to justice for women and the poor in South 
Africa, the Thuthuzela Care Centres – a 
Xhosa word for ‘comfort’ – provide 24-hour 
one-step services to survivors that include 
police, counselling, doctors, court prepara-
tion and a prosecutor.18  In India at least two 
states have founded mobile courts – bus-
es complete with computers, records and 
seating that are stationed in remote towns 
on a rotating basis.19 In Indonesia, mobile 
courts have also been used in the wake 
of the 2004 tsunami, which destroyed the 
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Women Judges on International Courts

Notes: Figures for European Court of Justice include both judges and advocates general. Court of First Instance is an independent court attached to the European 
Court of Justice. [a] denotes international courts and [b] regional courts.

Source: Terris, D., Romano, C., & Schwebel, S. (2007).
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tivities that mention rule of law as a theme 
comprises a small share of total lending. An 
analysis of the World Bank lending project 
database shows that gender is listed as a 
sub-theme in less than one per cent of the 
total lending for projects with a rule of law 
theme.25 

Informal justice systems 
In some countries, particularly in the devel-
oping world, most women will never come 
into contact with the formal justice system. 
Their experience of justice will be through 
traditional or informal mechanisms, which 
often present women with a diffi cult dilem-
ma. On the one hand, they tend to be closer, 
cheaper and often more effi cient than formal 
justice systems, and decisions may also en-
joy greater legitimacy among the local com-
munity.26 On the other hand, the common 
perception of informal justice institutions 
is that they are barely, if at all, answerable 
to women. Too often, their approach to up-
holding women’s rights is rooted in tradi-
tional views of gender roles that may, in fact, 
perpetuate discrimination. 

Informal justice and gender equality
The term ‘informal or traditional justice in-
stitutions’ describes a continuum of cus-
tomary or religious forums that deal with a 
wide range of issues, including resolving 
disputes, recording marriages, and allocat-
ing land ownership and land-use rights. At 
one end of the continuum are community-
initiated systems that have little or no vis-
ible relationship with formal state structures. 
Examples include mediation processes 
within and between families, such as the 
shalish in Bangladesh, which means literally 
‘the practice of gathering village elders for 
resolution of a local dispute,’ where the vil-
lage elders and the infl uential members of 
the community are in charge of delivering 
a verdict after listening to both sides.27 At 
the other end of the continuum are ‘quasi-
judicial’ forums that are sponsored or cre-
ated by the state, but empowered to apply 
rules such as customary or religious law 
rather than laws enacted by the national 
parliament. The offi cials serving on these fo-
rums are usually appointed by the state, per-
haps in consultation with the community. An 
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arena in which abuses against women in 
the public sphere can be addressed – such 
as sexual harassment by public offi cials, a 
gender-biased distribution of public goods, 
or fl awed electoral processes. Second, be-
cause women are more susceptible than 
men to the arbitrary exercise of power in the 
family and community, the law and judicial 
process have proven critical to demonstrat-
ing that relationships between women and 
men are not beyond the reach of justice. 
The justice system therefore upholds the 
rule of law as the basis for accountability in 
the exercise of public authority as well as 
private power. 

This is the ideal. The reality experienced 
by women — particularly those who are 

poor — is often very different. (see Panel: 
Discrimination against Women). This chap-
ter examines how women have used the 
justice system, both nationally and inter-
nationally, formally and informally, to claim 
their rights. It shows how both formal and 
informal justice systems often fail to take 
gender into account, and how this affects 
women both in the home and in the public 
arena. It reviews the three broad directions 
that have been taken by women to eliminate 
gender bias and achieve accountability3: 
• the normative — seeking changes in the 

remit or mandate of the judicial system 
in terms of the constitution and legal 
framework;

• the procedural — ensuring the imple-

Discrimination Against Women i

Data shows that discriminatory practices prevail in almost all parts of the world. 
The 2004 Cingranelli-Richards Human Rights Dataset assesses women’s social 
and economic rights, as legally assured and practically enforced. Figure A shows 
regional disparities in women’s social rights, which include rights to: equal inheri-
tance; marriage on a basis of equality with men; travel abroad; obtain a passport; 
confer citizenship to children or a husband; initiate a divorce; own, acquire, man-
age, and retain property brought into marriage; participate in social, cultural, and 
community activities; and fi nally, the right to education. 

Figure B assesses discrimination in accessing economic rights, which include: 
equal pay for equal work; free choice of profession or employment and the right to 
gainful employment without the need to obtain a husband or male relative’s con-
sent; equality in hiring and promotion practices; job security (maternity leave, un-
employment benefi ts, etc.); and non-discrimination by employers. Also included are 
rights to be free from sexual harassment in the workplace; work at night; work in 
occupations classifi ed as dangerous; and work in the military and the police force. 
The graph shows that women’s economic rights tend to have a fi rmer footing in the 
law than social rights. 

An enabling legal context is needed for women’s empowerment. Cueva’s 2006 
index of the enabling legal environment for women’s empowerment is based on 
the Cingranelli-Richards scores on government commitment and capacity to en-
force women’s social, economic and cultural rights with the addition of variables 
on international rights instruments. Assessed against the Gender Empowerment 
Measure (GEM), which measures women’s economic decision-making, political 
representation, and female share of income, a signifi cant correlation emerges 
(Figure C). It shows that the existence of an enabling legal context is a necessary, 
although not suffi cient, condition for improvements in women’s economic and 
political position and empowerment.

PANEL

Women Face Discrimination in 
Accessing Social Rights 

FIGURE
A

Notes: ‘High’ indicates that there were no social rights for women in 
law and that systematic discrimination based on sex may have been 
built into law. ‘Medium’ indicates that women had some social rights 
under law, but these rights were not effectively enforced. ‘Low’ indi-
cates that women had some social rights under law, and the govern-
ment effectively enforced these rights in practice while still allowing a 
low level of discrimination against women in social matters. ‘None or 
negligible’ indicates that all or nearly all of women’s social rights were 
guaranteed by law and the government fully and vigorously enforced 
these laws in practice.

Source: The CIRI Human Rights database.
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mentation of legal changes through in-
stitutions such as the judiciary and the 
police that enforce those laws, and in 
their operating procedures, including 
rules of procedural fairness, evidence 
and admissibility; 

• the cultural — changes in the attitudes 
and practices of those responsible for 
protecting women from the arbitrary ex-
ercise of power. 
Finally, the chapter raises the question 

of accountability to women in the context 
of informal justice systems, which repre-
sent most women’s experience of jus-
tice but where national and international 
human rights standards may carry little 
authority. 

The chapter concludes with a brief over-
view of some of the strategies women have 
used to leverage international human rights 
norms in order to achieve greater account-
ability at the national level. 

The normative level: 
Gender equality in the law 
The past few decades have seen remark-
able progress in the number and scope of 
laws aimed at furthering women’s rights 
within formal justice systems. A major 
achievement has been to challenge the 
barrier between public and private rights, 
insisting, for example, that the state’s 
duty to protect extends to protection from 

Correlation between an Enabling Legal 
Environment and Realisation of Women’s 
Rights

FIGURE
C

Women Face Discrimination in Accessing 
Economic Rights

FIGURE
B

Notes: See notes for Figure A; in this case classifi cations are for degrees of codifi cation and enforce-
ment of economic rights.

Source: The CIRI Human Rights database.

Notes: Includes 83 cases; the GEM corresponds to 2005; data on the legal dimension of the 
GEEE were constructed using Cingranelli–Richards [CIRI] 2004 and information on variables re-
lated to CEDAW and the Beijing Platform of Action for the year 2004. Findings from Cueva 2006 
have been recalculated using updated information. For more information, see Cueva 2006. 

Sources: Cueva Beteta, H. (2006). UNDAW. (2004) The CIRI Human Rights database; UNDP 
(2007).
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mechanisms are made up of male elders, 
and refl ect their interpretation of customary 
law, which often favours men.31 

Some innovations by women’s rights 
groups working with informal justice forums 
have created room for women to engage in 
the decision-making process and even take 
up leadership roles. In Eastern Nigeria, for 
example, the advocacy of women’s groups 
has ensured the appointment of women as 
‘red cap chiefs’ who engage in local dispute 
adjudication.32 In Timor-Leste, Centro Feto, a 
local NGO in the province of Oecusse, works 
with informal systems on “fi nding good 
solutions for women.” It seeks to educate 
villagers on issues related to gender-based 
violence, such as rape, domestic violence 
and forced marriage. The group also lobbies 
for women rather than their families to be 
compensated directly when they are victims 
of domestic violence.33

However, because it is so diffi cult to 
apply constitutionally recognised hu-
man rights standards to informal justice 
systems, such systems rarely guarantee 
women’s right to substantive equality. In 
Zambia, Zimbabwe and elsewhere, the ap-
plication of customary and religious law in 
matters of family, whether by formal courts 
or informal forums, is offi cially exempt from 
constitutional scrutiny.34 Even in coun-
tries like Kenya, Tanzania, India or Uganda 
where customary and religious forums are 
subject to constitutional principles, in prac-
tice it can be diffi cult for the constitution’s 
reach to extend to those forums. In recent 
years, there have been several landmark 
decisions in these countries that have in-
voked international and constitutional hu-
man rights standards against customary 
practices to justify rulings in favour of se-
curing women’s property, inheritance and 
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safer registering their complaints and taking steps to 
prosecution.vii 

In Rwanda, when a distraught mother discovered that 
her daughter had been repeatedly raped by her guard-
ian, the Gender-based Violence Desk at Rwandan Na-
tional Police Headquarters provided the help that was 
desperately needed. Offi cers, trained in sensitive han-
dling of sexual violence survivors arranged for the girl’s 
free medical treatment, in the course of which evidence 
was preserved. The case was then sent to the Ministry 
of Justice to initiate proceedings; the accused was ar-
rested and taken into custody. Referrals to two non-
governmental organisations secured free legal advice 
to the victim and her family. Court statistics highlight 
the UNIFEM and UNDP-supported Gender Desk’s ef-
fectiveness: in 2006, Rwandan Police referred 1,777 
rape cases to the prosecution, resulting in 803 con-
victions. In each case, the Gender Desk helped to in-
vestigate and ensure that proper evidence was before 
the court. According to Deputy Commissioner of Police 
Mary Gahonzire, this technical support “has facilitated 
quick reporting and response, and increased aware-
ness among the police and community of gender-
based violence as a human rights issue.”viii

National Police Forces Are Male-DominatedFIGURE
A
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Source: Denham (2008).
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making ‘architecture’ for gender equality 
has adequate positioning, authority and re-
sources to be able to support better imple-
mentation of and accountability for gender 
equality commitments, especially to the 
most excluded women. It presents exam-
ples of the ways in which gender equality 
advocates working within and outside of 
international organisations are building al-
liances to strengthen calls for greater ac-
countability to advance women’s human 
rights and gender equality in view of the 
Paris Declaration on Aid Effectiveness, in 
the United Nations reform process, and the 
mandates adopted by the United Nations 
Security Council.

 
Development assistance: 
Where is the money?
Where is the money to fi nance progress to-
wards the commitments that countries have 
made to advance gender equality? Offi cial 
Development Assistance (ODA) is a critical 
part of the overall picture in any assessment 
of accountability of international institutions 
for supporting gender equality. In 2006, net 
disbursements of ODA from donors to re-

cipient countries stood at roughly US$103.9 
billion – equivalent to 0.3 per cent of devel-
oped countries’ combined national income.1 
The bulk of ODA is delivered through bilat-
eral agreements between individual donor 
countries and a recipient country. About 30 
per cent of aid is delivered through interna-
tional organisations, such as the United Na-
tions, the World Bank and global funds like 
the Global Fund on HIV/AIDS, Tuberculosis 
and Malaria. Accountability for ensuring that 
ODA advances gender equality and that 
international organisations support gender 
equality efforts in individual countries is the 
focus of this chapter.

Government budgets are the largest sin-
gle source of fi nancing for gender equality 
and women’s empowerment in most coun-
tries. It is through national and sub-national 
budgets that government promises are 
translated into policies and programmes.2 
ODA covers on average 5 to 10 per cent of a 
recipient country’s budget,3 and the way it is 
spent can be revealing about power and ac-
countability relationships, not just between 
donors and recipients, but also between 
governments and citizens. 

Landmark Resolutions & Commitments to Gender Equality, 1921-2005

1910       1920      1930     1940      1950     1960     1970     1980      1990     2000      2010

Labor

Human Rights [c]

Trafficking

Political Rights

Marriage

Gender Equality [b]

Conflict

Violence Against Women

Health and Development [a]

Resolutions with time-bound targets 

2 out of 7

0 out of 6 

0 out of 5

3 out of 11

0 out of 4

0 out of 2

0 out of 4

1 out of 3

0 out of 6

Notes: The resolutions with measurable targets are: [a] United Nations Millennium Declaration [2000]; International Conference on Population and Development 
(ICPD) Programme of Action [1994]; [b] Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action [1995]; Solemn Declaration of Gender Equality in Africa [2004]; Jakarta 
Declaration and Plan of Action for the Advancement of Women in Asia and the Pacifi c [1994]; [c] The Vienna Declaration and Programme of Action [1993]

Source: See Annex 2.

FIGURE
6.1

Out of 48 instruments agreed upon, only 6 have time-bound, measurable targets



have clear guidelines for designating proj-
ects as having gender equality as a ‘signifi -
cant’ or a ‘principal’ objective, they do not 
yet indicate the specifi c fi nancial portion 
that targets gender within a given project 
tagged as having a ‘signifi cant’ gender fo-
cus.  Second, analysis of the ‘principal’ and 
‘signifi cant’ gender-marked funds shows 
that less is allocated in the economic infra-
structure sector than in areas like health, 
education and social infrastructure. Finally, 
despite gaps, funding appears to be in-
creasing under the gender-marked category 
(Figure 6.2). The results and lessons learned 
from the GEM hold the potential to inform 
the efforts of those bilateral agencies and 
multilateral agencies that have yet to insti-
tute a system for tracking expenditures on 
gender equality. An agreement by the entire 
bilateral and multilateral community to use a 
consistent system to track allocations and 
expenditures would go a long way toward 
enhancing their accountability for gender 

equality and would be consistent with prin-
ciples of the Paris Declaration on Aid Effec-
tiveness discussed later in this chapter. 

Accountability for fi nancing gender 
equality in the multilateral system

Defi ning the accountability of international 
organisations to support gender equality 
with the 30 per cent of aid that is delivered 
through them is a complex task. This chap-
ter primarily uses examples from multilateral 
organisations – the United Nations, Interna-
tional Financial Institutions (IFIs) and global 
funds. These organisations are not neces-
sarily more or less accountable than others, 
but information on gender equality is more 
easily accessible from them. 

Accountability in multilateral institutions 
varies according to a number of factors: their 
governance structures, mandates, leader-
ship, as well as the leverage and internal 
positioning of gender-equality advocates 
within the organisation, and the access 
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Gender Equality Focus in Bilateral ODA Has Increased Since 2002
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Note: Bilateral Sector Allocable Overseas Development Aid (ODA) refers to aid from bilateral sources allocated to identifi able sectors (like education and health). 
Non-sector allocable aid includes budgetary support and other forms of assistance that do not target specifi c sectors. Total ODA includes bilateral and multilateral 
DAC members and is identifi ed as sector-allocable or non sector-allocable aid. Only some DAC members have committed to reporting on the gender marker, 
and this marker applies only to sector-allocable ODA from bilateral DAC members. This graph refl ects the distribution of total ODA distributed in four groups: 
(1) bilateral sector-allocable ODA from DAC members that report on the gender marker and have a gender focus; (2) bilateral sector-allocable ODA from DAC 
members that report on the gender marker, but do not have a gender focus; (3) the rest of bilateral sector allocable ODA (from DAC members that do not report 
on the gender marker); and (4) the rest of ODA, including multilaterals and non-sector allocable bilateral aid.

Source: OECD Credit Reporting System (CRS) database.

FIGURE
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points and infl uence of external gender-
equality advocates. Indeed, the authority, 
positioning and resources of gender equal-
ity staff and units in these institutions can be 
treated as indicators of accountability. With 
regard to fi nancing for gender equality as an 
indicator of accountability to women, glar-
ing gaps remain. For instance:

• Virtually every multilateral organisation 
has a policy and/or strategy committing 
them to support gender equality in their 
programmes and policies. Yet, virtually 
no multilateral organisation has set up a 
tracking system to regularly account for 
their revenues, allocations and expen-
ditures on this. Nor have the governing 

boards to which they are accountable 
required this. Incipient models for track-
ing what percentage of budgets is allo-
cated and spent on support to countries 
to advance gender equality and women’s 
empowerment are currently being tested 
by the International Labour Organisation 
(ILO), UNDP, UNFPA, the Offi ce of the 
United Nations High Commissioner for 
Refugees (UNHCR), and the World Health 
Organisation (WHO).8 However, there is no 
system-wide United Nations agreement 
or standard that would make tracking re-
sources a routine activity.

• There is evidence that the amount of aid 
reaching women’s rights groups through 

Gender Equality Focus in Bilateral ODA, 2006
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Notes: ‘Principal’ means gender equality was an explicit objective of the activity and fundamental in its design. ‘Signifi cant’ means gender equality was an im-
portant, but secondary, objective of the activity. ‘Not targeted’ means that the activity was screened for promoting gender equality, but targeting was not found. 
‘Not screened’ means the activity has not been screened for the policy marker, representing an unknown situation. OECD countries that do not report on the 
gender equality marker; whose reporting on the gender marker is unclear; or for which the marker coverage over 2006 is too low, are not included [e.g. France, 
Ireland, Italy, Luxembourg, Spain, Switzerland, United States]. For some members such as Australia, Belgium and Germany and the EC, some amount of ODA has 
not been screened, which makes it diffi cult to determine the exact proportion of funds allocated for gender.

Source: OECD 2008.

FIGURE
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Among the DAC members that report on the gender equality marker, only a fraction of ODA is allocated to gender equality as a principal 
objective. When gender equality as a principal and secondary objective is combined, two donor countries surpass 50% of ODA commitments 
to gender equality.

Proportion of aid allocated on gender as signifi cant objective and principal objective as percentage of total sector allocable aid
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mainstream international organisations 
is declining. A 2007 study by the Asso-
ciation for Women’s Rights in Develop-
ment (AWID) raised serious concerns 
about the fl ow of resources to support 
women’s organising. AWID’s survey of 
729 women’s organisations – which, in 
2005, had a collective income of US$77 
million – showed that the largest source 
of income for these organisations came 
from private foundations (increasingly, 
from independent women’s funds, as 
well as from foundations like the Ford or 
MacArthur Foundations) and international 
NGOs (such as Oxfam International or the 
Humanist Institute for Cooperation with 
Developing Countries (HIVOS)).9 Among 
multilateral organisations, only the Euro-
pean Commission, UNIFEM and UNFPA 
were identifi ed among the top 20 donors 
to women’s organisations in 2005.10 

Enhancing accountability for gender 
equality through the Paris Declaration 
on Aid Effectiveness 
The 2005 Paris Declaration on Aid Effective-
ness presents a framework for the manage-
ment of ODA, and advocates have focused 
on this as a key entry point for strengthening 
accountability for fi nancing gender equal-
ity. The Declaration has been heralded as 
a commitment to change the development 
‘architecture’ as we know it and lays out a 
set of fi ve principles (see Box 6A), with cor-
responding targets and indicators that are 
intended to encompass the responsibilities 
of partners. 

At the heart of the Paris Declaration is 
the principle of national ownership of de-
velopment planning, priority-setting, and 
oversight processes. It refl ects the recog-
nition that recipient governments must be 
accountable to their citizens for results 
agreed through broad-based national con-
sultations. They must also be accountable 
to donors for effi cient management of aid. 
Donors, for their part, must support nation-
al priorities and deliver aid in a timely and 
predictable manner.11 

The aid effectiveness agenda represents 
an important shift in the development ar-
chitecture, signaling the intention to chan-
nel an increasing amount of funds through 
a country’s treasury, rather than through 
specifi c programmes negotiated by individ-
ual donors with specifi c ministries. Donors 
also pool their funds in support of specifi c 
sectors through Sector-Wide Approaches 
(SWAps) or ‘basket funds.’ 

The mutual accountability of donors and 
recipient countries is a subject of intense de-
bate and lies at the heart of the aid effective-
ness agenda. Who is accountable to whom 
for meeting international commitments to 
gender equality? Will the principle of national 
ownership take into account the nationally-
owned policies, strategies and laws that 
countries have instituted to advance wom-
en’s empowerment and rights? And what role 
will multilateral organisations play in this pro-
cess? These questions are far from receiving 
clear answers. A study commissioned by the 

Sector-specifi c Allocation of Bilateral Aid

Distribution
(%)

26.6%

19.7%
29.4%

5.1%

9.9%

9.3%

19.1%

14.3%

28.0%

20.0%

9.5%

9.2%

Inner circle: 
gender focused aid, 

by sectors
(US$10.7 bn)

Outer circle: 
total aid, by sectors 

(US$32.7 bn)

Education

Health/Population

Other Social
Infrastructure
Economic
Infrastructure

Production

Multi-sector

Notes: The chart only includes committed amounts of bilateral sector-allocable ODA from those DAC members that 
report on the gender equality focus of their ODA, which amounts to US$33.3 billion. The total committed amount of 
bilateral sector-allocable ODA including members not reporting on gender equality policy marker was $ 56.6 billion. 
See also notes in fi gure 6.2.

Source: OECD Credit Reporting System (CRS) database.

FIGURE
6.4

A comparison of the sectoral allocation of ODA in general with the ways gender-marked funds are allocat-
ed by sector shows a rough correspondence in priorities, with allocations to social sectors predominating. 
The exception is allocations for economic infrastructure, with a great deal less earmarked for this within 
the gender-marked pool than in total sector-allocable aid: 5% compared to 20%.

Distribution by sectors of total amount and gender marked amount, 2006
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Enhancing multilateral 
organisations’ 
accountability to 
gender equality
A 2006 review30 of the extent to which sev-
eral United Nations agencies have incor-
porated accountability for gender equality 
in their policy and programming guidance 
makes the following important points:
• A major focus of United Nations reform 

has been to link accountability to results-
based management (RBM). Under RBM, 
the main area for which agencies and staff 
are accountable is managing for results, 
rather than delivering them. Development 
results are the responsibility of countries 
themselves. So staff are accountable for 
the processes underpinning achievement 
of gender equality – including gender main-
streaming – but not gender equality results.

• Even with regard to processes, none 
of the policies and plans reviewed indi-

cated any consequences for poor per-
formance on gender equality or require-
ments to undertake tracking of fi nancial 
commitments. 

• While it is often highlighted as a lead strat-
egy, there is no agreement on a minimum 
United Nations standard for assessing 
performance of staff or agencies in apply-
ing gender mainstreaming.  
There is a similarly ambiguous account-

ability chain for gender equality in the In-
ternational Financial Institutions (IFIs). All 
have gender equality policies, though they 
differ in enforceability. The IFIs are becom-
ing increasingly vocal in presenting plans 
supporting stronger commitments to gen-
der equality. The World Bank’s Global Mon-
itoring Report 2007 advocates for better 
monitoring and mainstreaming of women’s 
empowerment and equality in interna-
tional assistance. The World Bank calls on 
IFIs to use their considerable capacity of 
analysis, coordination and high-level policy 

Gender as a Sub-theme in World Bank Lending, 2002-2007
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Notes: In order to assess whether projects had a gender focus, the database was analysed to incorporate all projects mentioning the “Social development, 
gender and inclusion” theme and within it, the “Gender” sub-theme. This graph shows information for proportions allocated to projects that (a) do not have a 
gender sub-theme, regardless of whether they have mentioned the theme “social development, gender and inclusion”, or (b) have a gender focus, that is, have 
mentioned the theme “social development, gender and inclusion” and have a “gender” sub-theme within it. It is worth mentioning that calculations were made 
considering all themes (up to fi ve) mentioned by projects, disregarding the order given in the database, hence, a project could be counted more than once within 
thematic categories.

Source: World Bank Projects Database.

FIGURE
6.5

Gender is identifi ed as a sub-theme in less than 5% of lending projects between 2002 and 2007. This does not mean that projects fail to incor-
porate gender, but rather that gender equality objectives are not indicated amongst the main thematic focus area of these programmes.
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dialogue to take a leadership role in invest-
ing resources to include gender equality 
and women’s empowerment in the results 
agenda. More systematic gender analysis 
is needed for the US$43 billion that IFIs dis-
bursed in 2006 and for future years.31 Some 
IFIs do currently make an effort to identify 
areas of lending that have gender equality 
as a primary target or goal. The World Bank 
for instance lists gender as a sub-theme 
amongst a number of others that may be 
selected by project managers to help clas-
sify individual projects. To capture the fact 
that the primary goal of a project may not 
be to address women’s empowerment, but 
secondary goals may include attention to 
gender issues, project managers have the 
option of listing individual projects against 
up to fi ve sub-themes. Figure 6.5 shows the 
frequency of the identifi cation of gender as a 
sub-theme in the projects listed in the 
publically available database. Figure 6.6 
is an analysis of the sectoral location of 
spending in projects with a specifi c gen-
der sub-theme, and this indicates that, as 
with OECD gender marked funds, there is a 
concentration on social sectors. 

While the gender sub-theme marker pro-
vides project managers with the opportuni-
ty to indicate activities targeting or benefi t-
ting women, this tool is imperfect as it may 
not be consistently applied: projects focus-
sing on areas that may well be of enormous 
signifi cance to women’s rights – such as 
school infrastructure – may not be identi-
fi ed by their managers as having gender 
as a primary focus.  To capture qualitative 
elements of gender mainstreaming, Bank 
staff have developed a quality assessment 
system that indicates the relative level of 
gender mainstreaming in project design 
and project supervision. According to the 
Bank’s 2006-2007 data, 60 per cent of this 
sample demonstrate attention to gender 
issues in the design phase, declining to 
45 per cent in the implementation phase. 
Figure 6.7 shows that the level of gender 
mainstreaming thus identifi ed is lower in 
the lending areas of private sector devel-
opment and infrastructure.32

Sector-wise Allocation of World Bank Lending, 
2007

Inner circle: 
Lending with gender
subtheme, by sectors

Outer circle: 
total lending,

by sectors

Health and other
social services

Social
Infrastructure (a)

Education

Economic
Infrastructure (b)

Public
administration,
law and justice

Finance

15.6%

3.4%

43.8%

12.4%

18.6%

6.1%

11.1%

13.0%

8.2%

39.0%

22.1%

6.5%

Distribution
(%)

Notes: See notes in Figure 6.4
(a) Includes water, sanitation and fl ood protection; and information and communications
(b) Includes transportation; energy; agriculture, fi shing and forestry; and industry and trade.

Source: World Bank Projects database.

FIGURE
6.6

A comparison of the sectoral allocation of total lending against lending with a specifi c gender sub-theme 
shows a striking divergence in relation to economic infrastructure, which accounts for 39% of total lend-
ing but just 12% of allocations under the gender sub-theme. A much greater proportion, in contrast, is 
allocated to education within the gender sub-theme: 44% compared to 8% in total lending.

Distribution by sectors for total lending and lending with a gender “sub-theme”, 2006

Attention to Gender Issues in Project Design 
and Project Supervision in World Bank Lending 
Focuses More on Social Sectors
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Note: Attention to gender issues is measured by the World Bank Quality Assessment Group, which performs in-depth 
analysis of the attention to gender issues — or relative degree of gender mainstreaming — within projects, rating 
them on a scale from 1 to 4 according to the extent to which World Bank Staff incorporate gender issues (from highly 
satisfactory to highly unsatisfactory) within the design of the project or its supervision. The information refers to the 
period from the fi scal year 2002 to fi scal year 2006. The classifi cation used corresponds to the sector breakdown 
provided by the original source.

Source: World Bank (2007b).

FIGURE
6.7

Overall, social sectors have a higher attention to gender issues than infrastructure and private sector 
development, both in the design but particularly in the supervision of project. 

% projects with satisfactory attention to gender issues 
by network and sector, fi scal years 2002-2006
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However, some argue that gender main-
streaming has resulted in hiding rather than 
illuminating efforts, and especially budgets, 
to achieve gender equality. If every sector – 
health, education, infrastructure, agricul-
ture – has a gender dimension, this is inter-
preted to mean that gender equality is itself 
not a sector and thus needs no separate 
budget allocation. For example, it is diffi cult 
to assess the portion of allocations and ex-
penditures on gender equality in the Multi-
Donor Trust Fund established in 2005 to 
assist Sudan in implementing the Compre-
hensive Peace Agreement.35 At the Third 
Sudan Donors’ Consortium in May 2008 in 

Oslo, one presenter to a forum for women 
activists estimated that of the US$2 billion 
committed in 2005 for Sudan’s recovery/re-
construction investment plan, less than 2 
per cent is dedicated to programmes that 
address women’s empowerment.36 

In recognition of the limitations of gender 
mainstreaming as an operational strategy, a 
stronger focus on direct investments in pro-
moting women’s empowerment seems to 
be emerging. Major bilateral donors and pri-
vate sector partners have recently dedicat-
ed funds to support programming directly 
aimed at gender equality and women’s em-
powerment that could be a harbinger of the 
future. An indicative list is shown in Box 6E. 

Can the gender equality architecture 
demand greater accountability? 

Most international and regional multilateral 
organisations have a gender ‘architecture’ 
composed of gender units, networks of 
gender focal points, and gender advisors. 
The positioning, authority and resource 
base of these entities tasked with pro-
moting and monitoring gender equality in 
international organisations directly shape 
their capacity to support and monitor 
system-wide accountability for gender 
equality. Within the United Nations, the 
gender architecture consists of four gender-
specifi c entities – the Offi ce of the Special 
Advisor on Gender Issues (OSAGI), the 
United Nations Development Fund for 
Women (UNIFEM) (see Box 6F), the United 
Nations Division for the Advancement of 
Women (UNDAW), and the International 

Distribution of UN Professional Staff by Sex and 
by Grades, 2006

GRADE
Distribution of UN staff, by sex Total number of staff per grade

Men                Women

0% 50% 100% 0 5000 10000

172 45

390 119

1249 430

3704 1521

4783 2554

3699 2775

1342 1770

66 89

217

509

1679

5225

7337

6474

3112

155

Ungraded

D2

D1

P5

P4

P3

P2

P1

*

Notes: This information only includes staff with contracts of 12 months or longer; data does not include information 
on National Professional Offi cers, which are published separately. *Ungraded staff include positions of the under 
secretary-general, deputy secretary-general, etc.

Source: UN System, High Level Committee on Management website.

FIGURE
6.8

The distribution of UN staff by sex and grade show a very clear pattern: numbers of women staff to men 
diminish signifi cantly at higher grades, reaching less than a quarter at the highest level.

BOX 
6F

Since 2005, a range of high level decision makers and women’s rights networks have raised questions about whether the 
United Nations ‘architecture’ has the necessary capacity to make a difference to women’s lives. One of the fi rst such offi cial 
documents raising this point was produced by an Independent Advisory Paneli convened by the Consultative Committee of 
UNIFEM to assess the structural impediments to UNIFEM’s ability to fulfi ll its mandate. The panel found that inadequate sta-
tus, ambiguous authority and insuffi cient resources constrained UNIFEM’s effectiveness. A clear pattern emerged of a gender 
equality architecture composed of “marginalised mechanisms that are established but hamstrung from adequately fulfi lling 
their roles.”ii The resource constraints identifi ed were signifi cant. While not strictly comparable, the report stated that according 
to 2003 data on staffi ng levels, UNICEF had 2,794 core staff, UNFPA had 980 core staff and UNIFEM had 47 core staff.

UNIFEM: Large Mandate, Scant Resources 
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an unswerving message that staff are ex-
pected to deliver on the promise to achieve 
gender equality results in performance 
improvements. 

At the same time, leadership is expected 
to deliver on its commitment to achieve 
gender parity in leadership positions in in-
ternational organisations. On the positive 
side, the numbers of women in international 
institutions have been increasing. Figures 
6.8 and 6.9 show that in the United Na-

Only a few agencies have reached the parity zone of 40%.

Notes: This information only includes staff with contracts of 12 months 
or longer; data does not include information on National Professional 
Offi cers, which is published separately. Original source does not pro-
vide separate information for UNIFEM.

Source: UN System, High Level Committee on Management website.

FIGURE
6.9

% of female professional staff
in the UN, 2006
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Institute for Research and Training for the 
Advancement of Women (INSTRAW) – as 
well as a wide network of gender units, fo-
cal points, and advisers in United Nations 
organisations across the sytem. 

The inability of gender specialists and 
units to call their own multilateral organi-
sations to account – even to implement 
the policies and strategies that have been 
agreed – is a systemic problem. The posi-
tioning, authority and resources of gender 
units in the United Nations and other mul-
tilateral organisations need to change so 
these units have voice and leverage to call 
for accountability to implement agreed gen-
der equality policies, as well as to monitor 
allocations and expenditures. 

In 2006, the United Nations High Level 
Panel on System Wide Coherence – com-
posed of 12 high-level decision makers and 
chaired by the Prime Ministers of Mozam-
bique, Norway and Pakistan – arrived at the 
conclusion that “the UN needs…a dynamic 
UN entity focused on gender equality and 
women’s empowerment. This entity should 
mobilize forces of change at the global level 
and inspire enhanced results at the country 
level”.37 In 200738 and again in 200839, the 
Deputy Secretary-General of the United 
Nations issued a note to the General As-
sembly, reiterating that, although the United 
Nations system has made a signifi cant con-
tribution at the normative and policy levels, 
defi ciencies in coordination, accountability, 
authority and resources have hindered the 
provision of adequate support at the na-
tional level. The urgency and opportunity 
to act has also generated a global cam-
paign, Gender Equality Architecture Reform 
(GEAR), with women’s networks from every 
region calling for the creation of a stronger, 
fully resourced women’s entity, headed by 
an Under Secretary-General and with ex-
tensive country presence.40 

The need for unswerving leadership

Evaluations of the gender equality per-
formance of international – and national – 
organisations have highlighted the critical 
role of leadership and the importance of 
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More Women in Vulnerable Employment than MenFIGURE
MDG1.1

Under MDG 1, a new target added in 2007 addresses productive em-
ployment and decent work for all, including women and young people. 
This focus on female productive employment acknowledges the con-
tribution of female employment to poverty and hunger reduction at the 
household level. The connection between poverty and employment is 
particularly relevant when considering those in vulnerable employment, 
defi ned as self-employed workers or those contributing to family work 
with little or no pay. These informal work arrangements usually lack 
social protection, and pay is usually too low to generate savings.

Vulnerable employment has decreased globally by three percentage 
points since 1997.  But about 1.5 billion people are still in this category 
and the share is larger for women at 51.7 per cent.4 This discrep-
ancy is worse in some regions: Eight out of ten women workers are in 
vulnerable employment in sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia (Figure 
MDG1.1).

Eradicate extreme 
poverty and hunger

8 out of 
10 women 
workers are 
in vulnerable 
employment in 
sub-Saharan 
Africa and 
South Asia

TARGET 1A
Halve, between 1990 and 2015, 
the proportion of people whose 
income is less than one dollar 
a day

[NEW] TARGET 1B
Achieve full and productive 
employment and decent work 
for all, including women and 
young people

TARGET 1C
Halve, between 1990 and 2015, 
the proportion of people who 
suffer from hunger

The share of vulnerable employment has declined from 1997 to 2007, but it is still high, particularly for women in 
sub-Saharan Africa and in South Asia.

Share of vulnerable employment, 1997-2007 (%)
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Notes: Vulnerable employment is calculated as the sum of own-account workers and contributing family workers. Own-ac-
count workers are persons who are self-employed with no employees working for them. Contributing family workers are 
own-account workers who work without pay in an establishment operated by a related person living in the same household. 
Regional averages are calculated by ILO using UNIFEM’s regional classifi cation. The value labels shown are for 2007.

Sources: ILO Key Indicators of the Labour Market database; ILO (2008); and estimates provided by ILO to UNIFEM on 
request.
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The employment-to-population ratio (Figure MDG1.2) indicates the ex-
tent to which economies use the productive potential of men and wom-
en: 60 to 80 per cent of all men, but only 20 to 65 per cent of all women 
are employed, indicating serious gender gaps across all regions. The fe-
male employment-to-population ratio further dips to 34 and 22 per cent, 
respectively, in South Asia and the Middle East and North America.

Global data on extreme poverty is not disaggregated by sex, and it is 
therefore diffi cult to see how far women and girls enjoy recently report-
ed gains in reducing poverty and hunger. There has been a signifi cant 
reduction in poverty: The proportion of people living on less than US$1 
a day fell signifi cantly from 31.6 per cent in 1990 to 19.2 per cent in 
2004. One-fi fth of the world’s population, however–about 980 million
people–still lives in poverty. Recent reports indicate that, in spite of 
the serious remaining obstacles, it may be possible to meet the 2015 
target.5 Particular attention needs to be paid to the fact that poverty 
reduction seems to have been accompanied by rising inequality.6 Child 
hunger has declined at a much slower pace, from 33 per cent in 1990 
to only 27 per cent in 2005; at this rate, it is likely that the 2015 target 
will be missed.7

While global progress is important, national-level data indicate that 
women are still more likely than men to be poor and at risk of hunger 
because of the systematic discrimination they face in access to educa-
tion, healthcare and control of assets.8 For example, in South Africa, 
two-thirds of female-headed households are poor, compared to only 
one-third of male-headed households. In Malawi, there are three poor 
women for every poor man, and this proportion is increasing.9 Data on 
child poverty is not sex-disaggregated, and thus it is impossible to as-
sess girls’ progress in hunger or poverty mitigation.

INDICATORS
• Proportion of population below 

US$ 1 (PPP) per day
• Poverty gap ratio
• Share of poorest quintile in 

national consumption
• Prevalence of underweight 

children under-fi ve years of age
• Proportion of population below 

minimum level of dietary energy 
consumption

[NEW] INDICATORS
• Growth rate of GDP 

per person employed
• Employment-to-population ratio
• Proportion of employed people 

living below US$ 1 (PPP) per day
• Proportion of own-account and 

contributing family workers in 
total employment

Disparities in Levels of Employment Between Men and Women Are Shrinking, 
but at a Slow Pace

FIGURE
MDG1.2

Notes: The employment to population ratio is defi ned as 
the number of employed persons, calculated as a per-
centage of the working-age population. This indicator 
provides information about the ability of the economy 
to create jobs. Regional averages are calculated by ILO 
using UNIFEM’s regional classifi cation. The value labels 
shown are for 2007.

Sources: ILO Key Indicators of the Labour Market da-
tabase; ILO (2008); and estimates provided by ILO to 
UNIFEM on request.

Employment-to-population ratio by sex, 1997-2007
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over timeAcross all regions, employment-to-population ra-

tios are signifi cantly higher for men compared to 
women, with a gender gap that ranges from 15% 
in developed regions to more than 40% in South 
Asia and the Middle East and North Africa.

 MDGs & Gender 119



120 PROGRESS OF THE WORLD’S WOMEN 2008/2009

National and regional progress in increasing girls’ enrolment in school 
shows how much can be achieved by governments willing to invest in 
girls’ and women’s rights. The global net enrolment ratio has increased 
from 80 per cent in 1991 to 88 in 2005.10 The gender gap in enrolment 
has shrunk in most regions, and the gender gap in literacy is also narrow-
ing. Still, much remains to be done in relation to girls’ education to en-
sure that girls fi nish primary and secondary school, to eliminate violence 
against girls in school, and to bring more non-enrolled girls into school. 
Of the estimated 72 million primary-age children that were not in school 
in 2005, 57 per cent were girls, and this may be an underestimate.11 

Figure MDG2.1 shows improvements in both enrolment rates and the 
enrolment gender gap. The pace of change in girls enrolment in primary 
education in sub-Saharan Africa is accelerating. Youth literacy has in-
creased and the gender gap is narrowing in literacy in all regions (Figure 
MDG2.2) except the Middle East and North Africa.

Achieve universal 
primary education

57% of children 
out of school 
are girls

TARGET 2A
Ensure that, by 2015, children 
everywhere, boys and girls alike, 
will be able to complete a full 
course of primary schooling

2

Gender Differences in Primary Education Enrolment Ratios Are Decreasing 
but are Still Signifi cant in Some Regions

FIGURE
MDG2.1

Sources: UN Statistics Millennium Indicator Database; UN Statistics Division database.

Sub-Saharan Africa has made signifi cant improvements in overall primary education enrolment and is now on track for achieving the 2015 goal. In 
South Asia, although absolute enrolment levels have increased for both boys and girls, the gender gap in primary education does not seem to be 
narrowing. In the Middle East and North Africa, gender disparities are still present although decreasing. 
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Post-primary education is known to have the greatest impact on wom-
en’s empowerment.12 Yet girls’ enrolment rates in secondary schools 
have not experienced the same level of increase as in primary edu-
cation (Figure MDG2.3). Indeed, gender gaps are widening in Central 
and Eastern Europe and the Commonwealth of Independent States 
(CEE/CIS) and South Asia. 

INDICATORS
• Net enrolment ratio in primary 

education
• Proportion of pupils starting grade 

1 who reach last grade of primary
• Literacy rate of 15- to 24-year-

olds, women and men

Gender Gaps in Youth Literacy are Narrowing in Most RegionsFIGURE
MDG2.2

Sources: UN Statistics Millennium Indicator Database; UN Statistics Division database.

Female literacy rates have increased substantially in sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia. The gender gap has narrowed but not yet disappeared.

Enrolment Rates are Lower for Secondary EducationFIGURE
MDG2.3

Sources: UNESCO Institute for Statistics database; and UN Statistics Division database.

Secondary education enrolment rates are much lower than primary education enrolment. For women, in sub-Saharan Africa and South 
Asia, this ratio is only 23% and 35%, respectively. 
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(CEE/CIS) and South Asia. 

INDICATORS
• Net enrolment ratio in primary 

education
• Proportion of pupils starting grade 

1 who reach last grade of primary
• Literacy rate of 15- to 24-year-

olds, women and men

Gender Gaps in Youth Literacy are Narrowing in Most RegionsFIGURE
MDG2.2
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Female literacy rates have increased substantially in sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia. The gender gap has narrowed but not yet disappeared.

Enrolment Rates are Lower for Secondary EducationFIGURE
MDG2.3

Sources: UNESCO Institute for Statistics database; and UN Statistics Division database.

Secondary education enrolment rates are much lower than primary education enrolment. For women, in sub-Saharan Africa and South 
Asia, this ratio is only 23% and 35%, respectively. 
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MDG 3 is central to the achievement of all the other MDGs, yet it has 
only one target, educational parity. While there is a commitment to 
track, there are no targets for women’s share of wage employment and 
women’s share of representative seats in public decision-making. That 
concrete targets motivate action is evident from the fact that, of these 
three indicators for women’s empowerment, signifi cant progress has 
been achieved only in the area of education, which is also the target 
for MDG 2.  

Promote gender equality 
and empower women

1 in 5 members 
of parliament 
worldwide 
is a woman. 
Quotas make 
a difference in 
increasing this 
proportion

TARGET 3A
Eliminate gender disparity 
in primary and secondary 
education, preferably by 2005, 
and in all levels of education 
no later than 2015

3

Figure MDG3.1 indicates a slow rate of improvement in women’s share 
of national parliamentary seats: At the current rate of increase, few 
countries will reach a critical mass of 30 per cent by 2015. As of June 
2008, women’s share of seats in national parliaments (lower or single 
house) was only 18.4 per cent — that is, one out of every 5 parliamen-
tarians is a woman. At the present rate, it will take another 40 years 
for developing countries to reach the parity zone between 40 and 60 
per cent. As seen in Chapter 2, quotas and reservations play a positive 
role in accelerating the rate at which women move into public decision-
making. Across the world there is a striking contrast between countries 
with and without quotas (Figure MDG3.2). This difference can be as 
signifi cant as 16 per cent, as is the case in South Asia.

Women’s Representation in Parliaments Has Increased but Regional 
Averages Are Still Below 30%

FIGURE
MDG3.1

Source: IPU database.

The percentage of women in parliaments has increased in the last decade, but regional averages are all below 20%, with the exception of developed 
countries. At this rate, a critical mass of 30% will not be achieved by 2015. The parity zone between 40% and 60% will not be reached in developing 
countries for another 40 years.
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Women’s share of waged non-agricultural employment — which brings 
signifi cant benefi ts in terms of women’s capacity to control income and 
decision-making — has increased in the last decade, but only by three 
per cent  since 1990, to a total of 39 per cent in 2005 (Figure MDG 3.3). 
At the regional level, in the Middle East and North Africa and in South 
Asia, only one woman for every four men has a non-agricultural paid 
job. In sub-Saharan Africa, the proportion is slightly higher: one woman 
for every three men.

INDICATORS
• Ratios of girls to boys in primary, 

secondary and tertiary education
• Share of women in wage 

employment in the non-
agricultural sector

• Proportion of seats held by women 
in national parliament

In developing 
regions, it will 
take 40 years 
for women to 
constitute 40% 
of parliament 
representation

Slow Increase in Women’s Waged Employment Outside 
of Agriculture

FIGURE
MDG3.3

Sources: Estimates provided by ILO to UNIFEM on request.

Women’s share in wage employment in the non-agricultural sector has increased across all regions. Globally, women now account for 
almost 40% of the total employment in this sector. Despite improvements, women’s share of waged non-agricultural employment is 
still low in sub-Saharan Africa, at around 30%, and in South Asia and the Middle East and North Africa, at less than 20%.

Countries with Quotas Have Higher Representation of Women in 
Parliaments – in All Regions

FIGURE
MDG3.2

Sources: IPU database; IDEA Global Database of Quotas for Women; and IDEA (2003).

The use of quotas can be instrumental in accelerating the increase of regional averages and in improving the probability of reaching a 
critical mass of 30% by 2015, as well as the parity zone of 40% to 60% sooner than the estimated 40 years at the current rate.
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Women’s share of waged non-agricultural employment — which brings 
signifi cant benefi ts in terms of women’s capacity to control income and 
decision-making — has increased in the last decade, but only by three 
per cent  since 1990, to a total of 39 per cent in 2005 (Figure MDG 3.3). 
At the regional level, in the Middle East and North Africa and in South 
Asia, only one woman for every four men has a non-agricultural paid 
job. In sub-Saharan Africa, the proportion is slightly higher: one woman 
for every three men.

INDICATORS
• Ratios of girls to boys in primary, 

secondary and tertiary education
• Share of women in wage 

employment in the non-
agricultural sector

• Proportion of seats held by women 
in national parliament

In developing 
regions, it will 
take 40 years 
for women to 
constitute 40% 
of parliament 
representation

Slow Increase in Women’s Waged Employment Outside 
of Agriculture

FIGURE
MDG3.3

Sources: Estimates provided by ILO to UNIFEM on request.

Women’s share in wage employment in the non-agricultural sector has increased across all regions. Globally, women now account for 
almost 40% of the total employment in this sector. Despite improvements, women’s share of waged non-agricultural employment is 
still low in sub-Saharan Africa, at around 30%, and in South Asia and the Middle East and North Africa, at less than 20%.

Countries with Quotas Have Higher Representation of Women in 
Parliaments – in All Regions

FIGURE
MDG3.2

Sources: IPU database; IDEA Global Database of Quotas for Women; and IDEA (2003).

The use of quotas can be instrumental in accelerating the increase of regional averages and in improving the probability of reaching a 
critical mass of 30% by 2015, as well as the parity zone of 40% to 60% sooner than the estimated 40 years at the current rate.
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INDICATORS
• Ratios of girls to boys in 

primary, secondary and tertiary 
education

• Share of women in wage 
employment in the non-
agricultural sector

• Proportion of seats held by 
women in national parliament

Gender equality in primary and secondary education is a goal within reach 
by 2015 (Figure MDG3.4). Parity in primary schooling has already been 
reached in Latin America and the Caribbean, East Asia and the Pacifi c 
and CEE/CIS. Parity will be more challenging but is achievable in second-
ary and higher education, where the positive impact of female education 
has been widely demonstrated (see Figure MDG 3.5). Tertiary education –
essential for women’s leadership roles in politics, the economy, and ad-
ministration – presents a different picture, with ratios of 0.6 and 0.7 in 
sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia, respectively.13 Combined with the 
fi nding that the brain drain of professionals from developing countries is 
now increasingly female (see Chapter 4), this has implications for building 
up a pool of women leaders nationally.

Gender Parity in Education Is Improving but Regional Differences are Signifi cant, 
Especially in Tertiary Education

FIGURE
MDG3.4

Sources: UN Statistics Division database; 
UN Statistics Division Millennium Indicators 
database.

Despite progress, differences between fe-
male and male enrolment rates persist in 
sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia for lev-
els of education beyond the primary level. 
In Latin America and the Caribbean and 
in Developed Regions, female enrolment 
tends to be higher than male enrolment 
especially at the tertiary level.

A Mother with Secondary or Higher Education Reduces the Probability of a Child Dying 
Before Its Fifth Birthday

FIGURE
MDG3.5

Notes: For all countries, under-fi ve mortality rate is based on the ten-year period preceding the survey, except for India and Turkey where it is based on the fi ve-year period preceding the survey. 
WHO source uses stratifi ed fi gures for “educational level of mother” extracted from Demographic and Health Survey data using STATcompiler software or Demographic and Health Survey reports 
data ranges from 1990 to 2005.

Sources: WHO (2008); DHS database.
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Reduce child mortality
4

The mortality of girl children is a good indicator of gender equality and 
women’s rights. Not only are the causes of child mortality (disease, mal-
nutrition) linked to women’s health and education, but if girls do not sur-
vive at equivalent or higher rates than boys, this can be a sign of specifi c 
gender-based discrimination.14 Child mortality has decreased globally from 
106 per 1,000 live births to 83 in 2005. This is not fast enough. To meet 
MDG4, the mortality rate must drop to 31 per 1,000 live births by 2015. 
Figure MDG4.1 shows that all regions are seeing a drop in child mortality, 
but at the current rate of decrease, MDG4 will not be met until 2045. 

There are signifi cant regional variations in infant and child mortality rates 
particularly from a gender perspective. In South Asia and in East Asia and 
the Pacifi c, more girls die before their fi fth birthday than do boys (see Fig-
ure MDG3.5). There has been little deviation from this gender gap since 
1990. According to Action Aid, various factors are behind the missing mil-
lions of girls and women, including sex-selective pregnancy termination, 
as well as neglect and discriminatory access to food and medicine.15

Women’s education levels – especially secondary and higher – signifi cantly 
affect child survival and well-being. Figure MDG3.5 shows the link between 
under-fi ve mortality and immunisation coverage for measles and women’s 
education. Changes in child mortality levels are strongly differentiated 
across socio-economic status according to the Millennium Development 
Goals Report 2007.16 The most substantial reductions in child mortality 
have been observed in the richest 40 per cent of households, where moth-
ers have higher levels of education and better access to basic healthcare.

TARGET 4A
Reduce by two-thirds, between 
1990 and 2015, the under-fi ve 
mortality rate.

INDICATORS
• Under-fi ve mortality rate
• Infant mortality rate
• Proportion of one-year-olds 

immunized against measles

The probability 
of a child dying 
before their 
fi fth birthday is 
higher for girls 
than boys in 
South Asia and 
East Asia and 
the Pacifi c

Under-Five Mortality Rates have Decreased, but Gender Inequality 
Still Exists in Some Regions

FIGURE
MDG4.1

Notes: Under-fi ve mortality rate is the prob-
ability of a child born in a specifi c year or 
period dying before reaching the age of fi ve. 
The under fi ve mortality rate is not a rate per 
se. Values shown correspond to weighted 
averages for 2006.

Sources: WHO (2008); and UN Statistics Divi-
sion database

The decrease in under-fi ve mortal-
ity rates since 1990 has been striking 
for both boys and girls. Child mortality 
rates have been roughly halved in East 
Asia and the Pacifi c, CEE/CIS and Latin 
America and the Caribbean.
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This constitutes the most off-track of all MDGs. Globally, over half a 
million women every year die during pregnancy or childbirth, and over 
90 per cent of these largely preventable deaths occur in developing 
countries.17 The link between the MDGs and accountability is nowhere 
clearer than here: governments that answer to women would invest in 
preventing these deaths.  

Figure MDG5.1 shows that there has been a decrease of less than 7 
per cent in maternal deaths between 1990 and 2005. This translates 
into a decrease in the maternal mortality ratio from 430 (deaths per 
100,000 live births) in 1990 to 400 in 2005. According to recent esti-

Improve maternal health
One in four 
women who 
die as a result 
of pregnancy 
and childbirth 
could be saved 
by effective 
access to 
contraception 

TARGET 5A
Reduce by three quarters, 
between 1990 and 2015, the 
maternal mortality ratio

[NEW] TARGET 5B
Achieve, by 2015, universal 
access to reproductive health

5

mates by the World Health Organisation (WHO)18, this rate (roughly less 
than 0.4 per cent per year at the global level) falls far short of the 5.5 
per cent annual reduction in maternal deaths required to achieve the 
global target. 

Figure MDG5.1 also illustrates striking regional differences in maternal 
mortality ratios, which are disproportionately high in sub-Saharan Africa 

High Levels of Maternal Mortality Persist in Some RegionsFIGURE
MDG5.1

Notes:  *1990 estimates have been revised for 2005 using the same methodology. Due to unavailability of country level data for 1990, regional averages based on UNIFEM groupings could be not 
be computed. This fi gure presents estimates based on UNICEF regional groupings, which differ from UNIFEM groupings as follows: Djjbouti, Sudan and Iran are grouped with Middle East and North 
Africa; Hong Kong and several countries from CEE/CIS such as Cyprus, Czech Republic, Estonia, the Holy See, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Slovakia and Slovenia are included in the group of 
developed/industrialised countries. The MMRs have been rounded according to the following scheme: < 100, no rounding; 100–999, rounded to nearest 10; and >1,000, rounded to nearest 100. 
The numbers of maternal deaths have been rounded as follows: < 1,000, rounded to nearest 10, 1,000–9,999, rounded to nearest 100; and >10,000, rounded to nearest 1,000.

Sources: WHO, UNICEF, UNFPA and The World Bank, (2007).

Sub-Saharan Africa experienced an absolute increase in the number of maternal deaths (from 212,000 in 1990 to 270,000 in 2005) accompanied by an increase in the 
number of live births (from 23 million in 1990 to 30 million in 2005). 
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at around 920 (deaths per 100,000 live births) in 2005, down only slightly 
from 1990. On average one in 22 women dies in this region from preg-
nancy-related causes. High maternal mortality ratios are also prevalent 
in South Asia, but an important decrease has occurred in this region, 
from 650 (deaths per 100,000 live births) in 1990 to 500 in 2005. Cur-
rently, one in 59 women in the region faces a risk of dying from maternal 
causes during her lifetime. By contrast, developed regions have a life-
time risk of maternal death of one in 8,000 women (see Chapter 3).

Figure MDG5.2 examines the proportion of births attended by skilled 
health personnel (doctors, nurses, midwives), the most effective way 
of preventing maternal death. This proportion has remained virtually 
unchanged in sub-Saharan Africa over the past 15 years. 

INDICATORS
• Maternal mortality ratio
• Proportion of births attended by 

skilled health personnel

[NEW] INDICATORS
• Contraceptive prevalence rate 
• Adolescent birth rate
• Antenatal care coverage (at least 

one visit and at least four visits 
during the entire pregnancy)

• Unmet need for family planning

The prevention of unplanned pregnancies could, on its own, reduce 
maternal deaths by around one quarter, including those that result from 
unsafe terminations19. In this sense, the inclusion of a new target related 
to universal access to reproductive health care is important, especially 
when accompanied by indicators such as the unmet need for fam-
ily planning and the contraceptive prevalence rate. According to the 
United Nations Statistics Division, 137 million women in the world still 
have an unmet need for family planning, and contraceptive prevalence 
has increased from 55 per cent in 1990 to 64 per cent in 2005. Another 
64 million are using traditional methods of contraception, which can 
have high failure rates.20

Insuffi cient Increase in the Proportion of Births Attended by Skilled 
Personnel in  Regions with High Levels of Maternal Mortality 

FIGURE
MDG5.2

Notes: Per cent of births attended by skilled health personnel includes the number of births out of 100 that took place under the supervision of an attendant with training 
on maternal care and child delivery. 

Sources: UN Statistics Division Millennium Indicators database.

The regions with the lowest proportions of birth attended by skilled health care personnel are South Asia and sub-Saharan Africa, which also have the 
highest numbers of maternal deaths. In East Asia, there has been a considerable increase in the proportion of births attended by skilled health care 
personnel, which is refl ected in a signifi cant decline in maternal deaths.
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Recent estimates show that there has been a steady increase in the 
number of HIV-positive women and men. Figure MDG6.1 shows that 
among all adults living with HIV/AIDS, the proportion of women living 
with HIV has increased from 45 per cent in 1990 to 50 per cent in 2007.21 
In developed countries, it can reach 30 per cent.22 But in regions where 
the problem is most serious, the pandemic has become feminized. In 
sub-Saharan Africa the proportion of women among adults living with 
HIV/AIDS has increased from 54 per cent in 1990 to over 60 per cent in 
2007. In the Caribbean, this has grown from 24 per cent to 43 per cent.  

Of particular concern is the elevated level 
of HIV prevalence among young women 
(Figure MDG6.2), who are two to three 
times more likely to be infected with HIV 
than men in the same age group in high 
prevalence environments. One reason 
for this is the lower proportion of young 
women than men with access to com-
prehensive and correct knowledge about 
HIV/AIDS. Figure MDG6.3 shows a con-
siderable gender gap between young 
women and men who demonstrate a 
comprehensive and correct knowledge 
of HIV. 

According to WHO, violence is both a 
cause and consequence of HIV infec-
tion.23 In some countries, the percent-
age of women reporting that their fi rst 
sexual experience was forced — one of 
the reasons for increasing infection rates 

among young women — is as high as 30 per cent. Infected women 
sometimes experience further violence from their partners and com-
munities, due to stigma and discrimination. This is one of the most 
clear-cut connections between eliminating violence against women 
and achievement of the MDGs. 

The new target and indicator on provision of treatment for HIV infection 
is essential but must be properly focused on women. In 2005 only 11 
per cent of pregnant women in low and middle-income countries who 
were HIV-positive were receiving services to prevent the transmission 
of the virus to their newborns. HIV/AIDS prevention amongst women is 
clearly tied to improved reproductive health services, information ac-
cess, and enforcement of women’s sexual and reproductive rights.

TARGET 6A
Have halted by 2015 and begun 
to reverse the spread of HIV/AIDS

[NEW] TARGET 6B
Achieve, by 2010, universal 
access to treatment for HIV/AIDS 
for all those who need it

TARGET 6C
Have halted by 2015 and begun 
to reverse the incidence of 
malaria and other major diseases

6 Combat HIV/AIDS, malaria 
and other diseases

The Share of Adult Women Living with HIV/AIDS has been 
Increasing Dramatically since 1990

FIGURE
MDG6.1

Notes: Recent data tend to be more accurate and reliable than those produced in previous years, since they are based on improved methods 
and more data than earlier estimates. Nevertheless, cross-year comparisons should be made cautiously. Due to unavailability of  estimates 
by country, regional averages based on UNIFEM classifi cation could not be estimated; instead, the graph is based on regional data from 
UNAIDS 2008.

Sources: UNAIDS (2007).
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3 of every 5 
adults living 
with HIV in 
sub-Saharan 
Africa are 
women  

The 
feminisation 
of HIV/AIDS 
infection is 
increasing in 
other regions

INDICATORS
• HIV prevalence among population 

aged 15-24 years 
• Condom use at last high-risk sex
• Proportion of population aged 

15-24 years with comprehensive 
correct knowledge of HIV/AIDS

• Ratio of school attendance of 
orphans to school attendance of 
non-orphans aged 10-14 years

• Incidence and death rates 
associated with malaria

• Proportion of children under 5 
sleeping under insecticide-treated 
bed nets

• Proportion of children under 5 
with fever who are treated with 
appropriate anti-malarial drugs

• Incidence, prevalence and death 
rates associated with tuberculosis

• Proportion of tuberculosis cases 
detected and cured under directly 
observed treatment short course

[NEW] INDICATORS
• Proportion of population with 

advanced HIV infection with 
access to antiretroviral drugs

Prevalence of HIV Is Dramatically Increasing among Young Women FIGURE
MDG6.2

Better Understanding of HIV/AIDS among Young Men than 
Young Women

FIGURE
MDG6.3

Notes: Various household and demographic surveys are used to collect information on men and women with comprehensive knowledge on HIV/AIDS.  
The complete list of surveys can be accessed through the UNSD website.

Sources: UN Statistics Division Millennium Indicators database.

Young women are two to three times more likely to be infected with HIV than men of the same age group.
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Data is scarce on the impact of environmental degradation and climate 
change on poor women, but as women often ensure household food se-
curity and do the bulk of water and household fuel collection, their time 
burdens will increase if drought, fl oods, erratic rainfall, and deforestation 
undermine the supply and quality of natural resources.  

Women and children are usually in charge of fetching and carrying wa-
ter, an activity that is among the most time- and energy-consuming of 
household tasks, especially in rural areas (Figure MDG7.1). It is estimat-
ed that women and children in Africa alone spend 40 billion hours every 
year fetching and carrying water – a fi gure equivalent to a year’s labour 
for the entire workforce of France.24

The lack of 
access to 
improved water 
in households 
results in a 
high time 
burden for 
women

TARGET 7A
Integrate the principles of 
sustainable development into 
country policies and programmes 
and reverse the loss of environ-
mental resources

[NEW] TARGET 7B
Reduce biodiversity loss, 
achieving, by 2010, a signifi cant 
reduction in the rate of loss 

TARGET 7C
Halve, by 2015, the proportion of 
people without sustainable access 
to safe drinking water and basic 
sanitation

TARGET 7D
Achieve, by 2020, a signifi cant 
improvement in the lives of at 
least 100 million slum dwellers

7 Ensure environmental 
sustainability

Women Tend to Be the Primary Water Collectors in Households FIGURE
MDG7.1

Source: UNIFEM elaboration based on UNICEF MICS 2004.       

In all but four of the countries reporting on water use, adult women are in charge of water collection in more than half of the house-
holds. Women’s responsibility for water collection tends to coincide with poor access to water, thus suggesting a high time burden on 
women.

Primary water collector reported, 2006 (% of households)
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Less than 35% of 
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access to water 
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With uneven progress of the gender equality dimensions of all of the 
MDGs save education, and signifi cant regional disparities, the message 
for developing country governments and international aid institutions is 
clear: investment in gender equality and women’s empowerment is vi-
tal for improving economic, social and political conditions in developing 
countries within the framework of sustainable development. The effec-
tiveness of aid depends on this.

It is a good sign that disbursements of OECD Offi cial Development As-
sistance (ODA) for gender equality have tripled in 2006 compared to 2002, 
going up from US$ 2.5 billion to US$ 7.2 billion. This has meant an increase 
in the proportion of total ODA from 6 to 8 per cent (see Figure MDG8.1). 

Although this proportion has increased in most regions of the world, as 
Figure MDG8.2 shows, improvements vary greatly within regions. The 
proportion of gender equality-focused bilateral aid (of donors marking for 
gender)27 ranges from over one-third in Latin America and the Caribbean, 
South Asia and sub-Saharan Africa, to under one-fi fth in the Middle East 
and North Africa and East Asia and the Pacifi c. These regional differences 
are clearer when considering the proportion of total ODA. As shown in 
Figure MDG8.3, this proportion has increased in all regions but the Middle 
East and North Africa, where the proportion of aid focused on gender 
equality is less than half of that in any other region.

Develop a global partnership 
for development

Gender equality 
aid should be 
diversifi ed to 
include more 
funds allocated 
towards 
economic 
infrastructure 
and private 
sector 
development

TARGET 8A
Develop further an open, 
rule-based, predictable, 
non-discriminatory trading 
and fi nancial system

TARGET 8B
Address the special needs of 
the least developed countries

TARGET 8C
Address the special needs of land-
locked developing countries and 
small island developing States

TARGET 8D
Deal comprehensively with the 
debt problems of developing 
countries through national and 
international measures in order 
to make debt sustainable in the 
long term

TARGET 8E
In cooperation with pharmaceuti-
cal companies, provide access 
to affordable essential drugs in 
developing countries

TARGET 8F
In cooperation with the private 
sector, make available the benefi ts 
of new technologies, especially 
information and communications

8

Gender Equality Focus in Bilateral ODA has Increased Since 2002FIGURE
MDG8.1

Note: Bilateral Sector Allocable Overseas Development Aid (ODA) refers to aid from bilateral sources allocated to identifi able sectors (like education and health). Non-sector 
allocable aid includes budgetary support and other forms of assistance that do not target specifi c sectors. Total ODA includes bilateral and multilateral DAC members and 
is identifi ed as sector-allocable or non sector-allocable aid. Only some DAC members have committed to reporting on the gender marker, and this marker applies only 
to sector-allocable ODA from bilateral DAC members. This graph refl ects the distribution of total ODA distributed in four groups: (1) bilateral sector-allocable ODA from 
DAC members that report on the gender marker and have a gender focus; (2) bilateral sector-allocable ODA from DAC members that report on the gender marker, but 
do not have a gender focus; (3) the rest of bilateral sector allocable ODA (from DAC members that do not report on the gender marker); and (4) the rest of ODA, including 
multilaterals and non-sector allocable bilateral aid.

Sources: OECD Credit Reporting System (CRS) database.
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INDICATORS 
[Offi cial Development Assistance]
• Net ODA, total and to the 

least developed countries, as 
percentage of OECD/DAC donors’ 
gross national income

• Proportion of total bilateral, sector-
allocable ODA of OECD/DAC 
donors to basic social services 
(basic education, primary health 
care, nutrition, safe water and 
sanitation)

• Proportion of bilateral offi cial 
development assistance of OECD/
DAC donors that is untied

• ODA received in landlocked 
developing countries as a proportion 
of their gross national incomes

• ODA received in small island 
developing States as a proportion 
of their gross national incomes

INDICATORS [Market access]
• Proportion of total developed 

country imports (by value and 
excluding arms) from developing 
countries and least developed 
countries, admitted free of duty

• Average tariffs imposed by 
developed countries on agricultural 
products and textiles and clothing 
from developing countries

• Agricultural support estimate for 
OECD countries as a percentage 
of their gross domestic product

• Proportion of ODA provided to help 
build trade capacity

INDICATORS [Debt sustainability]
• Total number of countries that 

have reached their HIPC decision 
points and number that have 
reached their HIPC completion 
points (cumulative)

• Debt relief committed under HIPC 
and MDRI Initiatives

• Debt service as a percentage of 
exports of goods and services

INDICATORS [Targets E and F]
• Proportion of population with 

access to affordable essential 
drugs on a sustainable basis

• Telephone lines per 100 
population 

• Cellular subscribers per 100 
population

• Internet users per 100 population

The Proportion of Aid with a Gender Focus Has Increased in Most 
Regions Since 2002

FIGURE
MDG8.2

Bilateral ODA Focussed on Gender has Increased in all Regions but 
the Middle East & North Africa

FIGURE
MDG8.3

Note: See notes in Figure MDG8.1. 
This graph shows ODA recipients 
organised according to UNIFEM 
regional groupings; regions also 
include commitments on multi-
country initiatives for specifi c 
regions. ODA with no specifi ed 
recipients or targeting the coun-
tries that are not included in the 
UNIFEM regional classifi cation 
are listed as “Multi-country and 
others”. Unspecifi ed multi-coun-
try aid represents 90% or more of 
this group. Estimates are based on 
ODA disbursements (current US$).

Sources: OECD Credit Reporting 
System (CRS) database 2008.
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Another element to consider is the sectoral distribution of the gender equality-focused 
aid. As shown in Chapter 6, this category of aid is still concentrated in social sectors, 
while allocations of gender-marked aid on economic infrastructure and private sector 
development are relatively small.

Although a great deal of international attention is being paid to aid effectiveness, the 
importance of addressing gender inequality through aid and governance has not been 
adequately recognized in the largely technical agenda of the Paris Declaration. To date, 
no consistent tracking system of investment on gender equality aid exists in multilateral 
institutions; an exception is the OECD gender marker, but less than half of the funds 
eligible for ‘screening’ use this marker. One step toward improving accountability in this 
area would be for international aid and security institutions – including multilateral agen-
cies – to agree to a coherent monitoring system for marking aid fl ows by gender, building 
on the OECD Gender Equality Marker (GEM). Another step would be to intensify support 
for collection of sex-disaggregated data, at least across all of the MDGs and also in key 
‘missing’ MDG areas such as violence against women. Finally, alliances between gender 
equality champions within and outside of international institutions must focus their efforts 
to identify and call for greater accountability of these institutions to unswervingly imple-
ment the gender equality commitments embodied in their own policies and strategies. 
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Another element to consider is the sectoral distribution of the gender equality-focused 
aid. As shown in Chapter 6, this category of aid is still concentrated in social sectors, 
while allocations of gender-marked aid on economic infrastructure and private sector 
development are relatively small.

Although a great deal of international attention is being paid to aid effectiveness, the 
importance of addressing gender inequality through aid and governance has not been 
adequately recognized in the largely technical agenda of the Paris Declaration. To date, 
no consistent tracking system of investment on gender equality aid exists in multilateral 
institutions; an exception is the OECD gender marker, but less than half of the funds 
eligible for ‘screening’ use this marker. One step toward improving accountability in this 
area would be for international aid and security institutions – including multilateral agen-
cies – to agree to a coherent monitoring system for marking aid fl ows by gender, building 
on the OECD Gender Equality Marker (GEM). Another step would be to intensify support 
for collection of sex-disaggregated data, at least across all of the MDGs and also in key 
‘missing’ MDG areas such as violence against women. Finally, alliances between gender 
equality champions within and outside of international institutions must focus their efforts 
to identify and call for greater accountability of these institutions to unswervingly imple-
ment the gender equality commitments embodied in their own policies and strategies. 
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