
Over the past decade, United Nations agencies have tracked women’s prog-
ress in critical areas identified by the 1995 United Nations Fourth World
Conference on Women in Beijing. In 2000, the National Council for Re-
search on Women produced a report that, through statistics, mirrored
these areas and provided a snapshot of the current status of women in the
world. In 2005, the Council released a report that presents another snap-
shot, five years later. The World’s Women 2005: At a Glance offers an over-
view of the status of today’s women and girls worldwide. We extend a
special thanks to the National Council for Research on Women for per-
mission to reprint selected portions of The World’s Women 2005.

Introduction

The National Council for Research on Women (NCRW), a consortium of
100 research, policy, and educational institutions, is pleased to present this
abbreviated version of its report The World’s Women 2005—a data-driven
portrait of women and girls. The report tracks progress made by activists,
scholars, policy makers, and women and girls themselves and identifies the
enormous challenges still facing them today.

The development and production of the report was made possible with
the generous support of UBS AG. It was overseen by NCRW Senior Scholar
Kristen Timothy and Deputy Director Elizabeth Horton, with research by
Gwendolyn Beetham, Tamara Reichberg, and interns Eva Colen, Justina
Demetriades, and Julia Rosen. The full report is available at www.ncrw.org.
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Where are Women and Girls Today?
Since the Beijing Platform for Action was adopted ten years ago, more
than half of all countries have adopted legislation on women’s rights, rati-
fied U.N. conventions, or established national commissions for women.1

Worldwide, women are running for political office in record numbers; they
have the right to vote in most countries where free elections are held; more
and more girls and young women throughout the world are enrolled in
schools; in most parts of the world, they have the right to own land and
property; and worldwide, women are playing a visibly larger role in the
public economy. Increasingly, policy makers and funders recognize that fo-
cusing on women and girls is “the best way to reduce birth rates and child
mortality; improve health, nutrition, and education; stem the spread of
HIV/AIDS; build robust and self-sustaining community organizations;
and encourage grassroots democracy.”2

These changes have not come about spontaneously but rather as a result
of effective advocacy and action by the international community and or-
ganizations of civil society, especially those focused on women.

Where Must We Continue to Fight for Women’s Rights?
This snapshot also indicates that there is still work to be done. While dif-
ferences between men and women in political participation, educational
attainment, and access to health care have narrowed, the record remains
uneven. Gender gaps continue, and in some parts of the world, including
sub-Saharan Africa, the Middle East, and South Asia, they have widened.
Even in the United States, progress in addressing some issues of impor-
tance to women has stalled and even regressed—the U.S. gender wage gap
has remained relatively stagnant for the past twenty years, with women
earning roughly 76 cents to the male dollar. And although globalization in
some ways has empowered the international women’s movement, it also
has exacerbated poverty and restricted access to resources in many quar-
ters, in effect constraining the possibilities open to women and girls. Most
devastating, the epidemic of violence that continues to plague the world
means that for many women and girls, basic physical security is beyond
reach.3
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A Call to Action
We at the National Council for Research on Women believe that the data
and statistics offered in this selected edition of The World’s Women 2005
help make the case for actively supporting women’s rights and empower-
ment. As researchers, we know that clear, accurate data and comparative
analyses are crucial to that work, to identifying problems, assessing prog-
ress, and achieving equality. As we work together to build a safer and more
just world for women and girls, we ask policy makers, funders, and con-
cerned citizens everywhere to support these efforts—efforts which we be-
lieve will help strengthen our nations, fortify our global community, and
improve all of our lives.

Women, Education, and Literacy

The United Nations recognizes that investment in education for women
and girls results in better nutrition for the whole family, better health care,
declining birth rates, poverty reduction, and better overall economic per-
formance.4 According to a survey of 63 countries in 2000, gains in
women’s education made the single largest contribution to declines in mal-
nutrition in 1970–1995, accounting for 43 percent of the total.5

Women and Literacy
Worldwide 18.3 percent of the adult population, 800 million people, is il-
literate. Almost two-thirds of them (64 percent) are women.6

Literacy rates for girls worldwide have improved over the past three
decades, from 55 percent in 1970 to 74 percent in 2000.7

The United Nations estimates that 1 in 7 women in Afghanistan can read.8

In response to fathers banning their daughters from government schools,
the Revolutionary Association of Women of Afghanistan (RAWA) runs
more than fifty secret schools in Kabul that hold literacy classes for hun-
dreds of women and girls.9

The World Education Forum held in Dakar, Senegal, in April 2000
adopted six major goals for education including “achieving a 50 percent
improvement in levels of adult literacy by 2015, especially for women.”10
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Female Adult Illiterates by Region, 2000–2004
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Figure A.1.
Source: United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization. 2005.
Education for All: The Quality Imperative. Global Monitoring Report 2005, table
3.7 [online]. Paris. [Cited 29 April 2005]. Available: http://portal.unesco.org/
education/en/file_download.php/bd3c26824f34f701f7f53b75391c116atable3.7
.pdf.



School Enrollment
Worldwide the number of girls in primary and secondary schooling is
larger than ever before, and more of them are staying in school longer. But
compared to boys, fewer girls are enrolled in schools, and girls are fre-
quently removed from school at an earlier age than boys.11

In 2000, girls were still 57 percent of school-aged children worldwide who
were not in school.12

The highest levels of enrollment of school-aged girls outside the developed
regions are in Latin America and Southern Africa where more than 90 per-
cent of school-aged girls are enrolled.13 In Arab countries, enrollments in
primary school were 75.6 percent of girls and 91.7 percent of boys in
1995. For secondary school, 58.4 percent of boys and 48.8 percent of girls
were enrolled.14

In the United States, women have made gains in high school education. In
2003, for the second year in a row, women achieved a higher rate of high
school completion (85 percent) than men (84 percent). The 2002 difference
between the sexes was the first statistically significant one since 1989.15
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Adult Illiterates 

 Total (Thousands)  % Female

World          64
Developing Countries 788,999 64
Developed Countries 9,151 62

Sub-Saharan Africa 137,000 61
Arab States 69,298 64
Central Asia 333 70
East Asia and the Pacific 134,978 71
South and Western Asia 402,744 64
Latin America and the Caribbean 39,383 55
North America and Western Europe 6,946 61
Central and Eastern Europe 8,464 77

799,147

Figure A.2.
Source: United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization. 2005.
Education for All: The Quality Imperative. Global Monitoring Report 2005, table
3.7 [online]. Paris. [Cited 29 April 2005]. Available: http://portal.unesco.org/
education/en/file_download.php/bd3c26824f34f701f7f53b75391c116atable3.7
.pd.



In the United States, black women have made large strides in educational
attainment over the last twenty-five years. In 1975, 32 percent of black
women aged 25 to 34 had completed fewer than four years of high school.
By 2000, that percentage had dropped to 13 percent.16

College/University Education
Worldwide, an increasing number of women are continuing on to higher
education. In the late 1990s, 17 percent of women were enrolled in higher
education, compared to 7 percent in 1970. In most countries, however,
higher education remains for the elite for both female and male.17

In Arab countries, the overall enrollment rate in higher education in 1995
was 12.5 percent, up from 9.2 percent in 1980. In 1995, the enrollment
rate was 10.5 percent for females and 14.5 percent for males.18

In sub-Saharan Africa, only 2 out of every 1000 women and 4 out of 1000
men have access to higher education.19

In many industrialized countries, women now represent a slight majority
of all university students. For example, in the United States, 25–29–year–
old women outnumber men of the same age in their completion of four
years or more of college, as evidenced by the following data:
White women: 35% White men: 32%
Black women: 17% Black men: 13%
Hispanic women: 10% Hispanic men: 8%20

Educators
In most regions worldwide, women make up the large majority of primary
teachers. At increasingly higher educational levels, however, the percentage
of male teachers increases. At the secondary level, for example, women
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The United Nations Millennium Development goals include:

 Ensuring that all boys and girls complete a full course of primary schooling.
 Eliminating gender disparity in primary and secondary education 
 preferably by 2005, and at all levels by 2015.

Figure A.3.
Source: United Nations. “UN Millennium Development Goals” [online]. [Cited
29 April 2005]. Available: http://www.un.org/millenniumgoals/.



teachers still outnumber men in Latin America (54 percent) and the
Caribbean (63 percent), Central and Western Asia (67 percent, 52 percent),
and in most of the developed countries, but in higher education, these per-
centages fall below 50 percent compared to men. For example, women
make up only 14 percent of higher education teachers in sub-Sahara Africa
(excluding Southern Africa) and 23 percent in Southern Asia.21

In the United States, women make up more than half of instructors and
lecturers in higher education and nearly half of assistant professors, but
only one-third of associate professors and one-fifth of full professors.22

Women’s Health and Health Security

Everyone has the right to a standard of living adequate for the health and well-
being of himself and of his family, including food, clothing, housing and medical
care and necessary social services. . . . Motherhood and childhood are entitled to
special care and assistance.

—Universal Declaration of Human Rights, Article 2523

In the United States, there were 1.4 million more people without health in-
surance in 2003 than in 2002. Of those newly uninsured 927,000, or 66.2
percent, were women and girls.24 Women of color in the United States were
estimated to be 28 percent of all women in 1999, but they were 45 percent
of the estimated 20 million uninsured women.25

Life Expectancy
While women on the whole live longer than men, life expectancy for
women in 50 countries is still under 60 years and in 23 countries under 50
years. However, in 2000, life expectancy for women was 80 years in 22
countries, compared to only 14 countries in 1995.26

The overall life expectancy in sub-Saharan Africa dropped dramatically in
the 1990s, mostly because of the AIDS epidemic. Life expectancy dropped
for female babies from 51.1 years to 46.3 years. For male babies, the level
dropped from 47.3 years to 44.8 years.27
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10 Countries with Highest Female 
Life Expectancy, 2000–2005 (in years)

9 Countries with Lowest Female 
Life Expectancy, 2000–2005 (in years)

Japan 85 
Spain 83  
Sweden  83
France  83
Belgium 82
Finland 82 
Iceland 82 
Norway 82
Switzerland  82 
Australia 82 

Rwanda 40
Mozambique 40
Botswana 40 
Malawi 38
Lesotho 38
Swaziland 35
Sierra Leone 35
Zimbabwe 33
Zambia 32

Figure A.4.
Source: Compiled from the United Nations Statistics Division. 2005. “Life Ex-
pectancy,” table 3a. [online]. [Cited 27 April 2005]. Available: http://unstats.un
.org/unsd/demographic/products/indwm/ww2005/tab3a.htm.
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Reproductive Health
Since the 1994 International Conference on Population and Development,
131 countries have changed national policies, laws, or institutions to rec-
ognize reproductive rights. 28

Sexual and reproductive ill health accounts for one-third of the global bur-
den of disease among women of reproductive age, and one-fifth of the
burden of disease among the population overall.29

Contraceptive Use
Over 200 million women worldwide have an unmet need for effective con-
traception. An estimated $3.9 billion would meet these needs and could
prevent some 52 million pregnancies each year (half of which would be de-
layed to a later time, according to stated desires). This prevention or delay
would also prevent:
• 23 million unplanned births (a 72 percent reduction)
• 22 million induced abortions (a 64 percent reduction)
• 1.4 million infant deaths
• 142,000 pregnancy-related deaths
• 505,000 children losing their mothers due to pregnancy-related deaths.30

In sub-Saharan Africa, 46 percent of women at risk of unintended preg-
nancy are using no contraceptive method31 as opposed to 11 percent of
women in the United States.32

Abortion
An estimated one-third of all pregnancies worldwide are unwanted, but safe
abortion services are not universally permitted or accessible to women.33

An estimated 46 million women worldwide have induced abortions each
year.34 Of the 19 million unsafe abortions that occur annually, 99 percent
of them in developing regions, nearly 70,000 women die from complica-
tions—one every eight minutes.35

On his first day in office, President George W. Bush reinstated the Reagan-
era “global gag rule,” which “prohibits foreign nongovernmental groups
that receive U.S. family planning funds from any involvement in abortion-
related counseling, services, or advocacy, even if they use their own money,
and even in countries where abortion is legal.”36
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In the United States,
• State legislatures have enacted more than 400 antiabortion measures

since 1995.37

• In 2003, President Bush signed policy into a federal law that restricts
medical abortion. This law has been ruled unconstitutional by three fed-
eral court judges on grounds that it lacks a clause that allows exemption
in the case of danger to women’s health.38

• Nine out of ten U.S. counties, primarily in rural areas, now lack abor-
tion services because of violence, harassment, and a lack of training op-
portunities for providers.39

Maternal Mortality
One woman dies every 60 seconds—15,000 women every day—from
pregnancy or childbirth-related causes. According to estimates by WHO,
UNICEF, and UNFPA, that is at least 529,000 deaths per year—or the
equivalent of five 747 jumbo jets crashing and killing all passengers and
crew every day.40

One million children worldwide die each year because their mother has
died. When a mother dies in childbirth, her children under the age of 5 are
twice as likely to die.41

Providing basic maternal and newborn health services to developing coun-
tries would cost an average of $3 per capita per year. However, once com-
plications develop, saving the life of a mother or infant costs about $230.42
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Women Having Abortions Each Year

Africa
11%

Asia
58%

Europe
17%

Latin America & 
the Caribbean

9%

Rest of Developed World
5%

Figure A.6.
Source: The Alan Guttmacher Institute. 1998. Sharing Responsibility: Women, So-
ciety, and Abortion Worldwide, p. 25 [online]. [Cited 27 April 2005]. Available:
http://www.agi-usa.org/pubs/sharing.pdf.



Medical Causes of Maternal Mortality, 1990s

Obstructed labor
8%

Unsafe
abortions

13%

Hypertensive
disorders

12%

Infections
15%

Severe bleeding
25%

Other indirect causes
(e.g., anemia)

19%

Other direct causes
(e.g., ectopic pregnancy)

8%

Maternal Mortality Estimates by Region, 2000

Region        Number of  Lifetime Risk of
 Maternal Deaths Maternal Death

World Total  529,000 1 in 74
Developed Regions  2,500 1 in 2,800
Developing Regions  527,000 1 in 61

Africa  251,000 1 in 20
Oceania  530 1 in 83
Asia  253,000 1 in 94
Latin America & the Caribbean  22,000 1 in 160

 Sub-Saharan Africa 1 in 6
 Northern Africa 1 in 210

Figure A.7.
Source: Seager, Joni. 2003. The Penguin Atlas of Women in the World, p. 38. Lon-
don: Penguin Books. 

Figure A.8.
Source: United Nations Population Fund. 2004. State of the World Population
2004, chapter 7: Maternal Health, p. 52 [online]. [Cited 25 April 2005]. Available:
http://www.unfpa.org/swp/2004/pdf/en_swp04.pdf. Data compiled by WHO,
UNICEF, and UNFPA. 2003. “Maternal Mortality in 2000.” Estimates developed
by WHO, UNICEF, and UNFPA. Geneva, World Health Organization.



Girls between 15 and 20 years of age are twice as likely to die from preg-
nancy or childbirth as are women in their 20s, while girls under 15 face
five times greater risk.43

According to the United Nations Population Fund, obstetric fistula,
caused by prolonged and obstructed labor, is one of the most neglected is-
sues in international reproductive health. Worldwide, more than 2 million
girls and women suffer from fistula, especially in sub-Saharan Africa,
South Asia, and some Arab states. An estimated 50,000–100,000 new
cases are reported annually. Surgical repair for fistula has success rates as
high as 90 percent for uncomplicated cases.44

In the United States, homicide is the top cause of death among pregnant
women.45

Female Genital Mutilation
According to the World Health Organization, at least 135 million girls
and women now alive are thought to have undergone female genital muti-
lation (FGM) in more than two dozen African countries, as well as parts
of Asia, the Middle East, and some immigrant communities in the West.
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Approximately two million girls a year are at risk of mutilation—about
6,000 per day.46

An estimated 15 percent of those who undergo genital mutilation suffer
the most dangerous and extreme version, infibulation.47

In Kenya, an “Alternative Rights of Passage” ceremony, which celebrates
female puberty without mutilation, already has saved 1,300 girls since
2000 from the procedure.48 Meanwhile, in Mali, more than 14,000 people
have signed a pledge to combat mutilation.49

In the United States:
• According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, an esti-
mated 168,000 immigrant women and girls in the United States have un-
dergone genital mutilation or are still at risk for the procedure.50

• Following suit of other Western countries, the United States outlawed
genital mutilation in 1996 to prevent immigrants from importing the prac-
tice. Makeshift at-home and hospitalized medical procedures, however,
still occur.51

The Feminization of HIV/AIDS

At its heart, this is a crisis of gender inequality, with women less able than men to
exercise control over their bodies and lives. Nearly universally, cultural expecta-
tions have encouraged men to have multiple partners, while women are expected
to abstain or be faithful. There is also a culture of silence around sexual and re-
productive health. Simply by fulfilling their expected gender roles, men and women
are likely to increase their risk of HIV infection.

—UNAIDS/United Nations Population Fund/United Nations Development Fund
for Women.52

Today, women account for nearly half of the 40 million people living with
HIV worldwide, up to 48 percent from 35 percent in 1985. In some re-
gions, adolescent girls are five to six times more likely to contract the virus
than boys the same age.53

Although many countries use early marriage as a poverty reduction strategy,
recent studies indicate that young married women are at a higher risk of HIV
infection than their unmarried counterparts. In Kenya, 33 percent of mar-
ried girls were HIV-positive compared to 22 percent of sexually active un-
married girls the same age. In Zambia, 27 percent of married girls were
HIV-positive compared to 16 percent of unmarried girls.54 Worldwide, 82
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million girls will marry before their 18th birthday and will be more likely to
become infected than their peers who are not married.55

In 2004, the U.S. State Department released the President’s Emergency
Plan for AIDS Relief: U.S. Five-Year Global HIV/AIDS Strategy, reflect-
ing President Bush’s 2003 pledge of $15 million over five years for AIDS
relief to 14 countries (later increased to 15) worldwide. The strategy
mandates that 33 percent of all prevention funds be spent on abstinence-
only prevention.56

The ABC prevention method—Abstain, Be faithful, and use Condoms—
has been successful in reducing the spread of HIV/AIDS in some countries,
most notably in Uganda. ABC is not an “abstinence only” policy, but a com-
prehensive approach. Bush Administration Advisor Edward Green notes
that Uganda “pioneered approaches toward reducing stigma, bringing
discussion of sexual behavior out into the open, involving HIV-infected
people in public education, persuading individuals and couples to be
tested and counseled, improving the status of women, involving religious
organizations, enlisting traditional healers, and much more.”57

Globally, women and girls provide up to 90 percent of HIV/AIDS care in
the home, which can increase the workload of a female caretaker by one
third. This increase in social burden combined with the AIDS death toll on
working-age women has cut the female labor force in sub-Saharan Africa.
In 1995, 50 percent of women were unable to work compared to men, but
in 2015, that number will increase to 80 percent.58

In sub-Saharan Africa:
• 77 percent of all HIV-positive women worldwide live in sub-Saharan
Africa, the worst affected region.59

• More than 22 million adults are living with HIV and 11,000 additional
people are infected daily—one every 8 seconds.60

• Of all HIV-positive adults, 57 percent are women, and 75 percent of
young people living with HIV are women and girls.61

In the United States:
• Of new HIV cases between 1999 and 2002, 64 percent occurred among
women, the majority of whom were ages 13–19.62 From 1999 through
2003, the annual diagnoses of women with AIDS increased 15 percent,
while the diagnoses among men increased 1 percent.63

• The rate of AIDS diagnosis for African American women is about 25
times that for white women and 4 times that for Hispanic women.64
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• African American and Hispanic women together account for 83 percent
of AIDS diagnoses reported in 2003, yet constitute only 25 percent of all
U.S. women.65

• AIDS is among the top three causes of death among black and Hispanic
women aged 15–34.66

Sickness from Unsafe Water and Sanitation
In developing countries, the task of collecting water generally falls to
women; it is increasingly more difficult for women in the developing world
to secure water as fresh, clean, water sources become scarce due to priva-
tization, conflict, and natural resources depletion.67

The World Health Organization estimates that 80 percent of all illnesses
are transmitted by contaminated water. Women must take care of those
sick from water-related diseases, including malaria, onchocerciasis, shis-
tosomiasis and diarrhea, and replace with their own labor the labor of
those who have fallen ill.68

It has been estimated that every day, women in South Africa collectively
walk the distance to the moon and back sixteen times for fresh water.69

Over 40 billion work hours are lost in Africa to the need to fetch drinking
water.70

In Africa and Asia, women carry roughly 20 kg of water at a time, the same
amount as the baggage allowance on most airlines. Constantly carrying
such heavy weights on the head, back, or hip can result in backache and
joint pains, and in extreme cases, curved spines and pelvic deformities, cre-
ating complications during childbirth. Long, isolated trips to collect water
also expose women to a greater risk of sexual and physical assault since
there is an increased incidence of violence against women in these remote
locations.71

Toilets are unavailable for many poor women who work in urban centers.
About 1 in 10 school-age African girls do not attend school during men-
struation or drop out at puberty due to the absence of clean and private
sanitation facilities in school.72

Breast Cancer
Breast cancer is the most common cancer affecting women. Over 1 million
new cases are diagnosed each year worldwide. Breast cancer rates have in-
creased 26 percent since 1980.73
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Breast cancer is at its highest in developed countries; Europe and North
America account for approximately half of the world’s breast cancer cases
while the lowest rates of breast cancer are found in Asia.74

Tobacco Use and Related Illness
Globally, 12 percent of women, or approximately 236 million women,
smoke.75

Worldwide, overall prevalence of tobacco use is four times higher among
men than women (48 percent versus 12 percent).76 In 2000, smoking killed
almost five million people and three times as many men as women.77

However, the World Health Organization estimates that the number of
women worldwide who smoke will grow in the next generation to more
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than 500 million, or almost triple current rates. More than 200 million of
these women will die prematurely from tobacco-related diseases.78

In 2025, developing countries are expected to show the greatest growth in
smoking rates among women, from approximately 7 percent now to 20
percent. In contrast, smoking among women is expected to decrease in
developed countries from 24 percent today to 20 percent in 2025.79

Recent studies show that cigarette smoking is more harmful to women
than to men, cutting 11 years off a female’s life but just 3 years for men.80

Women develop lung cancer with lower levels of smoking compared to
men, and are more at risk of contracting small cell lung cancer (the more
aggressive type).81

In the United States, lung cancer has overtaken breast cancer as the prin-
cipal cause of female cancer mortality. In 2005, the American Cancer So-
ciety estimates that 73,020 women will die of lung cancer82 and 40,410
women will die of breast cancer.83

• Following an increase in smoking, the death rate from lung cancer in US
women rose 600 percent from 1930 to 1997.84

• 1 in every 4 American women smokes.85
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Women’s Citizenship and Leadership

Voting Rights
In all but four countries (Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates,
and Brunei), women have the formal right to vote.86

• In February 2005, Saudi Arabia held its first election in more than forty
years. Women were denied the right to vote although election law does not
explicitly ban women. Saudi officials said that the ban on women voters
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was because of “logistical problems” in a country in which the sexes are
strictly segregated, but that in future elections, provisions would be made
for women to vote.87

• In April 2005, the Kuwaiti parliament took a first step toward giving
women the vote and allowing them to run in municipal elections. A sec-
ond vote by the parliament is required before the law will go into effect.
The Kuwaiti cabinet already had approved the bill, but it has been delayed
in parliament by the strong Islamist bloc, which has twice defeated simi-
lar measures in recent years.88

• In the United Arab Emirates and Brunei, neither men nor women have
the right to vote.89

In Afghanistan, of the nearly 10 million voters registered in the October
2004 election, 41 percent were women.90

In the United States’s 2004 Presidential election, according to a CNN exit
poll, 54 percent women voted compared to 46 percent men.91

Heads of Government
In 2004, out of 180 countries, 12 were headed by women: Georgia, New
Zealand, Finland, Sri Lanka, Philippines, Ireland, Serbia, Panama, Sao
Tome and Principe, Indonesia, Latvia, and Bangladesh.92

Women in Parliaments
According to the Inter-Parliamentary Union, women’s presence in parlia-
ments and in ministerial positions alters the traditionally male approach
to social welfare, legal protection, and transparency in government and
business.93

Women constitute 15.7 percent of parliamentarians in the world94 with
Rwanda having surpassed Sweden for having the largest percentage of
women in parliament, with 48.8 percent.95

In the United Kingdom, France, and Japan, women’s share of parliamen-
tary or congressional seats is 18.1, 12.2, and 7.1 percent respectively.
Notably, these rich countries lag behind 13 developing countries in sub-
Saharan Africa, the poorest region in the world. In South Africa and
Mozambique, for example, women’s share of parliamentary seats is 33
and 34.8 percent respectively, while in Uganda women have 23.9 percent
of the seats.96
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Following the 2004 elections in the United States, women hold 15 percent
of congressional seats—14 percent in the Senate and 15.2 percent in the
House. A quarter of these seats are held by women of color. Women’s per-
centage of state legislators remained constant at 22.6 percent.97

According to the United Nations, quotas were used in all countries that
achieved higher than 30 percent representation of women in elected of-
fice.98 For example, in South Africa, women comprise 50 percent of lists
submitted by political parties for local-level elections; Rwanda’s constitu-
tion guarantees women a minimum of 30 percent of parliamentary seats;
and 33 percent of local government seats are reserved for women in India.99

Quotas are not universally accepted as a solution to female under-
representation in politics, however. Some argue that quotas should be used
in conjunction with other measures, including encouraging more women
to stand for election and introducing more family-friendly work practices
in parliamentary systems.100

In 2000 the Inter-Parliamentary Union (IPU) surveyed 187 women parlia-
mentarians from 65 countries on the difficulties faced by women in poli-
tics. The lack of day care for small children in all but the Nordic countries
was highlighted as a problem. Notably, 73 percent of the respondents were
mothers.101

Women in International Organizations
At the United Nations, women headed 6 percent of government delega-
tions in 1991, 14 percent in 1998, and 8 percent in 2001.102

As of December 31, 2004, women at the United Nations held 7 out of 40,
or 17.5 percent, of the Under-Secretary General–level positions and about
29 percent of the senior management posts, up from 25 percent in 2003.103

Women Decision Makers in Corporations and Financial Institutions
In the United States:
• Women represented close to 47 percent of the workforce but held only
15.7 percent of corporate officer positions, according to a 2001 survey of
429 Fortune 500 companies conducted by Catalyst. Women of color made
up 1.6 percent of those corporate officers.104

• Women were 7.1 percent of those with CFO titles in Fortune 500 com-
panies in 2002.105
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• In 2005, there were a total of 19 women CEOs in the Fortune 1000, 9
of those heading Fortune 500 companies.106

• The percentage of Fortune 500 board seats held by women in 2003 was
13.6 percent, up from 12.4 percent in 2001 and 9.6 percent in 1995.107

In 2002, Norway’s Parliament passed legislation requiring all companies
to ensure that women make up 40 percent of their boards. In 2005, the
Parliament announced that companies not complying with these stan-
dards by 2007 would face closure.108

In 48 of 63 countries surveyed by the International Labor Office, women’s
share of managerial jobs was between 20 and 40 percent. At the higher end
of the scale was the United States at 45.9 percent and Brazil at approxi-
mately 44 percent. Saudi Arabia had the lowest percent of women “ad-
ministrative and managerial workers” at 0.9 percent.109
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Women in the Military
Percentages of women in the military, as well as their level of activity
within the armed forces, vary widely from country to country. In Israel, all
women and men are required to serve in the Israel Defense Force, but
women serve in noncombat positions. A recent study of 26 selected coun-
tries with voluntary service showed that women made up 15 percent of the
armed forces in the United States, followed by South Africa at 14.4, New
Zealand at 14.7, and Australia 12.5 percent. At the low end were Ireland
at 1.9 percent and Finland at 1.7 percent.110

In United Nations peace-keeping missions, women make up fewer than 3
percent of military personnel and 4 percent of civilian police. These per-
centages reflect the composition of forces contributed by UN member
countries. 111

In the United States:
• Most active-duty service women in the military are white. They consti-
tute 70.6 percent of female officers and 48 percent of enlisted female per-
sonnel in the armed forces overall. In the Army, black women make up the
largest percentage of enlisted women, while white women constitute 62.6
percent of the female officers. Enlisted Hispanic women are mostly found
in the Marine Corps (17.5 percent) and the Navy (12.2 percent).112

Women and the Economy

Women and Poverty
Women represent 60 percent of the world’s 550 million working poor.113

Worldwide, it is estimated that women constitute about 70 percent of the
absolute poor—those living on less than a dollar a day.114

Approximately 85 percent of the world’s single-parent households are
headed by women, and they tend to be poorer than dual-parent or male-
headed households.115

In the United States:
• In 2004, there were 20.1 million women in the United States living be-
low the poverty level.116

• More than one-third of all female-headed households fall below the
poverty line.117 Women head 17.7 million households, or 16 percent of all
American households.118
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• Women comprise 84 percent of the homeless clients in families with the
Department of Housing and Urban Development but only 23 percent of
single homeless clients.119

• Between 2000 and 2003, the number of poor children in single-mother
families increased by more than 780,000 while Temporary Aid to Needy
Families caseloads fell to 253,000.120

• Without Social Security, more than half of all women 65 and older
would be poor.121

Employment
In 2003, out of the 2.8 billion people worldwide working for pay, 1.1 bil-
lion were women. While female employment is on the rise, the female un-
employment rate is still slightly higher than the male rate (6.4 percent,
versus 6.1 percent). This means that 77.8 million women, out of a total of
160 million people, were willing to work and actively looking for work
but unemployed.122

Differences in unemployment rates are more striking between young fe-
males (ages 15–24) and young males. In two-thirds of 97 surveyed coun-
tries, more young women than young men were unemployed, and in
around half of the countries in Latin America and the Caribbean, unem-
ployment rates for young women were more than 50 percent higher than
young men’s rates.123

Women make up between 60 and 90 percent of the world’s part-time
workers.124 Women’s share of part-time employment in the United States
in 1998 to 2001 was 68 percent.125

In the United States, according to Women Employed:
• 63 percent of women work for pay
• 54 percent of women work for pay full-time
• 65 percent of African-American women work for pay
• 63 percent of white women work for pay
• 61 percent of Asian/Pacific Islander women work for pay
• 59 percent of Hispanic/Latina women work for pay126

Employment of Women by Sector
In developing countries, the majority of economically active women work
in the informal sector—in small-scale, self-owned, usually home-based
businesses that operate outside the formal economy. The World Bank es-
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timates that in some countries this activity by women—handiwork, cook-
ing, and other small-scale trade—accounts for 30 to 50 percent of the
Gross Domestic Product. But since these businesses are so small and oper-
ate outside the formal economy, policy makers seldom take them into con-
sideration in macroeconomic planning.127

In the developing world, women also make up the major share of subsis-
tence agricultural workers.128 Recent research from South Africa and at
least 10 other countries in sub-Saharan Africa reveals that women con-
tribute 90 percent of all food processing, water and fuel-wood collection,
90 percent of hoeing and weeding on farms, and 60 percent of harvesting
and marketing.129

In the industrialized world, women are concentrated in traditional
“women’s” occupations that often offer lower pay and benefits. For ex-
ample, in the United States, women ages 24–35 represented 80 percent of
all workers in administrative or clerical jobs in 2000.130

Snapshot of women’s employment in the United States, by sector:
• In 2003, 96.3 percent of secretaries and administrative assistants and
98.3 percent of preschool and kindergarten teachers were women.131

• In 2000, women represented 15.6 percent of law partners nationwide
and 13.7 of the general counsels of Fortune 500 companies.132

• Although women are 46 percent of the workforce, they are about 12
percent of the scientific and engineering labor force in industry, and their
representation is much lower at the highest ranks.133

Discrimination in the Workforce
Worldwide, women are paid less than men—on average women earn two-
thirds of what men earn.134

In the United States:
• In 2003 the United States’s Equal Employment Opportunity Commis-
sion received more than 81,000 employment-discrimination charges, the
two most frequent were race based (35 percent) and sex/gender based (30
percent).135

• In the ten occupations with the greatest growth in female workers (vet-
erinarians, public administrators, math/science teachers, chemistry teach-
ers, industrial engineers, dentists, car sales people, messengers, physicians
assistants, and clergy) wage gaps are either nonexistent or women earn
slightly more than men for women aged 25–34 working full-time.136
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Childcare

Where childcare subsidies are available, there is a dramatic increase in labor force
participation among the poor.

—The Century Foundation, 2002, www.ewowfacts.com

Working mothers with children under the age of 6 constituted, on average,
54.7 percent of all mothers with children that age. In 2001, the greatest
percentage was in Scandinavia, with Sweden having the highest propor-
tion at 76 percent. France had 59 percent, Japan 34 percent, and the
United States 61 percent.137

Childcare in Sweden:

• The Swedish parliament determined in 1985 that all children between
18 months and school age should have access to childcare by 1991. This
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Sex Discrimination in the 21st Century 

In the United States, 2004 saw several large sexual discrimination cases brought by 
women workers across various sectors, from Wal-Mart and Costco to Morgan 
Stanley and Merrill Lynch. From the highest paid women to the lowest, sex 
discrimination in pay, promotion, and benefits remains at the forefront of women’s 
struggles in the workplace. 

The Wal-Mart case was initially brought by Betty Dukes, a check-out counter 
assistant who charged in 2001 that Wal-Mart systematically discriminates against 
women in pay, training, and promotion. 72 percent of Wal-Mart's associates are 
women, with an average wage of $7.50 an hour. In contrast, only 33 percent of Wal-
Mart’s managers are women. In 2004, the case became the largest civil rights class 
action ever certified against a private employer in the US when a federal judge 
ruled that women employed by Wal-Mart at anytime since 1998 were eligible to 
participate in the action. About 1.6 million women participants are estimated. In 
early 2005, Wal-Mart was in the process of appealing the class action decision. 

On the other end of the scale, it was a top bond saleswoman at Morgan Stanley, 
Allison Schieffelin, whose case was taken up by the US Equal Employment 
Opportunity Commission (EEOC) as a class action for all women at Morgan Stanley 
in the same circumstances. They alleged that gender bias with regards to training 
and promotion has limited their status within the company and their pay. The case 
was settled immediately before trial for $54 million. 

Figure A.16.
Source: Featherstone, Liza. 16 December 2002. “Wal-Mart Values.” The Nation;
U.S. Equal Employment Opportunity Commission. 12 July 2004. “EEOC and
Morgan Stanley Announce Settlement of Sex Discrimination Lawsuit.”



resulted in a highly developed childcare system that has contributed to
changes in family patterns and gender roles. The proportion of women in
the labor force has approached that of men, and most children in Sweden
today grow up with parents who share responsibility for supporting the
family.138

Wealth and Property Rights
Worldwide, women own only 1 percent of the world’s assets.139

In the United States, 30 percent of women, compared with 47 percent of
men, have private pensions. Women’s pension benefits are, on average, less
than half of men’s.140

Land Ownership

In addition to the direct economic benefits of land ownership, property rights may
serve to empower women in their negotiations with other household members and
with the community and society at large.

—Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations141

A recent study suggests that women in India who own property are less
likely to encounter spousal violence. The study found that nearly 49 per-
cent of the women who owned neither land nor a house experienced long-
term physical violence. Comparatively, only 18 percent of those who
owned land, 10 percent who owned a house, and 7 percent who owned
both, experienced such violence.142

In Africa, women are generally not able to own land outright or inherit
land. In many African countries, this means that widows are generally de-
nied inheritance of land, often leaving them homeless and destitute. Girl
children are also denied a share of their father’s inheritance, with prefer-
ence given to male children.143

Single women in the United States buy homes at twice the rate of single
men. Twenty-one percent of all first time homebuyers are single women,
the second-largest group of homebuyers after married couples.144

Business Ownership/Access to Credit and Microfinance
Because land is used as collateral to obtain credit, many women in devel-
oping countries are barred from starting a business.145
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Poor women often rely on micro credit, programs that provide small lev-
els of credit or technical assistance for self-employment and other finan-
cial and business services to the very poor.

As of 2002, 2,572 micro credit institutions reported reaching 41,594,778
of the poorest individuals, 79 percent of which were women.146

In the United States, 10.6 million firms are majority owned by women.147

Of these, 21.4 percent were owned by women of color.148

Women-owned businesses generated about $2.5 trillion in sales and em-
ployed 19.1 million people in 2004. Between 1997 and 2004, the esti-
mated growth in the number of women-owned firms in the United States
was nearly twice that of all firms—17 percent compared to 9 percent.149

In 2005, in the United States, the President’s Fiscal Year 2006 budget pro-
posed cutting the Small Business Administration Micro-Loan program.
Fifty percent of the recipients of that funding are women.150

Violence Against Women and Girls

[V]iolence against women is a consequence of the gender order established in a so-
ciety, of the hierarchy and power relations that characterize the relations between
the sexes. While certain forms of violence are specific to regions or countries . . . a
universal pattern of domination connects them all.

[G]lobally one in three women will be raped, beaten, coerced into sex or otherwise
abused in her lifetime.

—The United Nations Development Fund for Women (UNIFEM)151

Types of Violence

Domestic Violence
In 2003, 22–33 percent of women across the world said they had experi-
enced physical or sexual abuse by a male intimate.152 From a mid-90s sur-
vey, the percentage of women who stated they had been battered in the past
year by an intimate male partner ranged from 3 percent in Australia,
Canada, and the United States to 27 percent in Nicaragua, 38 percent in
the Republic of Korea, and 52 percent of Palestinian women in the West
Bank and Gaza.153

In many countries, women believe that it is acceptable for a husband to
beat a wife for one or more specific reasons—among them refusing sex,
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arguing, or burning food—77 percent in Uganda, 52 percent in Turk-
menistan, 51 percent in Zimbabwe, 40 percent in Haiti, and 32 percent in
Armenia. 154

Forty-four countries in the world have laws specifically protecting women
against domestic violence.155

In the United States, between one quarter and one half of domestic-
violence victims report that they have lost a job as a result of, at least partly,
domestic violence.156 The annual cost of lost productivity because of do-
mestic violence is estimated at $727.8 million, with over 7.9 million paid
workdays lost each year.157

Rape
Rape is neither rare nor unique to a specific region in the world. Similar
numbers of women have reported being the victim of an attempted or
completed sexual assault over their lifetime in London, England (23 per-
cent), León, Nicaragua (21.7 percent), and Midlands Province, Zimbabwe
(25.0 percent).158

A 2000 United Nations survey of 70 countries across the world reported
an average of 15.2 total reported rapes annually per 100,000 inhabitants.
South Africa had the highest rate in 2000 with 123.9. In 1999 the US rate
was 32.1, making it the 9th highest out of 70 countries.159

In the United States, the rate of rape for black women in 2002 was 4.0
rapes per 1000, while white women were victims at a rate of 1.5 and His-
panic women at a rate of 0.7 per 1000.160

Sites of Violence

Women in Conflict

Gender based violence in times of conflict is part of the continuum of violence that
runs through women’s lives, from times of peace to times of war. It only deepens
with war. In all cases its origins lie in discrimination and inequality. Gender in-
equality is a seed that, in times of conflict, bears the bitter fruit of concerted and
systematic campaigns to destroy the lives of women, families and communities.

—Noeleen Heyzer to the Security Council Open Debate on Women, Peace, and
Security, October 2004.
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Rape as a War Crime
From 1980 to 2002, there was systematic, widespread rape of women by
soldiers or paramilitaries as part of armed conflict in 32 countries. Many
of these rapes are related to ethnic persecution:
• 20,000 Muslim women were raped in Bosnia in 2001.
• 168 ethnic Chinese women were gang-raped in Indonesia in the 1998
economic crisis.
• 15,000+ women were raped in Rwanda as part of “ethnic cleansing” in
1994.161

Medecins Sans Frontieres (Doctors without Borders) recently reported
that about 500 women have been treated for rape in recent months in Dar-
fur, a figure nonetheless underrepresentative of the actual number. Some
recent incidences include:162

• In January 2003, a woman was raped 14 times by different men.
• In March 2004, 150 soldiers in Janjaweed abducted and raped 16 girls.
• In Kailek, girls as young as 10 were raped by militants.163

Ten years ago, it was common to hear the question “Is rape a war crime?” Today,
that question, symbolic of the trivialization of sexual violence against women, is
settled, at least as a matter of law. The Rome Statute of the International Criminal
Court recognizes “rape, sexual slavery, enforced prostitution, forced pregnancy,
enforced sterilization and other sexual violence” as war crimes and, where wide-
spread or systematic, as crimes against humanity; crimes against humanity for the
first time also include gender-based persecution and trafficking as an enslavement
offense.

—Rhonda Copelon, City University of New York School of Law

War-related Deaths and Injuries
Worldwide 2.6 women per 100,000 were killed by war-related injuries in
2000 compared to 7.8 men per 100,000 that same year. Africa had the
highest rate of women killed by war injuries at 14.7, with the Americas
and Western Pacific having the lowest rate at 0.1. The highest rate of female
deaths from war injuries were in the 15–29 age group with a rate of 3.4,
with the second highest age group being 0–4 year old females at a rate of
2.6. For male war-related deaths, the 0–4 age group has the second lowest
rate, with the highest rate being the 60+ age group.164
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Women and Landmines
In some 80 countries, women and men live with the threat of landmines.
Women are particularly affected since they are the majority of the world’s
farmers and gatherers of food, water, and firewood. In 2003, Landmine
Monitor found that roughly 15,000–20,000 landmine casualties occur
each year—mainly civilians, with up to 30 percent under the age of 16.
There are approximately 200 landmine casualties per month in Afghan-
istan, one of the most affected countries in the world. The UN Security
Council resolution 1325 (2000) calls for gender considerations in its Mine
Action Strategy for 2001–2005.165

In 1997, Jody Williams and the International Campaign to Ban Land-
mines (ICBL) received the Nobel Peace Prize. The ICBL represents over
1,000 groups in over 60 countries working locally, nationally, and inter-
nationally to ban antipersonnel landmines. ICBL was an important force
in advocating for the convention to ban antipersonnel landmines. The Ot-
tawa Convention (Mine Ban Treaty) was signed by more than 120 coun-
tries in December 1997.166

Women at the Edge

Women Refugees
Worldwide approximately 50 million people seek safety in another coun-
try or another region in their own country. Between 75 and 80 percent of
refugees are women and children.167

An estimated 20 percent of women of reproductive age in a refugee popu-
lation will be pregnant at any one time.168 In 2000, reproductive health–
related causes were listed as the leading cause of mortality among Afghan
women refugees in Pakistan between the ages of 15 and 49.169 Fifteen per-
cent of all deaths among Burundian refugees were infant and maternal
deaths, according to research conducted in Tanzania.170

Recent reports indicate that women and children in refugee and displaced
camps in Sierra Leone, Liberia, and Guinea are particularly vulnerable to
sexual abuse and exploitation by humanitarian workers.171

Trafficking in Women and Children
The United States’ Victims of Trafficking and Violence Protection Act
2000 defines trafficking as: “the recruitment, harboring, transportation,
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provision, or obtaining of a person for labor or services, through the use
of force, fraud, or coercion for the purpose of subjection to involuntary
servitude, peonage, debt bondage, or slavery.”172

Estimates on the number of people trafficked internationally vary from
800,000 to nearly 4 million people annually. Experts agree, however, that
women and girls are the majority of those trafficked.173

The following factors contribute to women’s vulnerability to traffickers:
feminization of poverty, sex discrimination, and lack of education or em-
ployment opportunities. These factors make it more likely for women to
take risks to secure their economic well-being.174 Unemployed single moth-
ers are especially easy targets for traffickers.175

The HIV/AIDS epidemic is fueling demand for younger and younger girls,
as customers try to find “safe” commercial sex partners.176

The powerful global reach of the Internet provides a vast space for traf-
ficking that is unregulated and unrestricted by national borders.177 Ac-
cording to UNIFEM, the trafficking and sexual exploitation of women is
also “inextricably linked to conflict.”178

In the United States, the statutory maximum sentence for dealing in ten
grams of LSD or distributing a kilo of heroin is life, whereas the statutory
maximum sentence for engaging in the sale of persons into involuntary
servitude is ten years per count.179
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Women in Prison
Based on a worldwide UN survey, on a single day in 2002, 65 countries
had an average of 6.14 convicted female prisoners per 100,000 female in-
habitants compared to 94.39 convicted male prisoners per 100,000 male
inhabitants.180

Since 1986, the number of women in U.S. prisons has increased 400 per-
cent. The increase is 800 percent for women of color.181 The United King-
dom is experiencing a similar trend, with the female prison population
rising by 184 percent from 1992 to 2002 with the male prison population
growing by only 57 percent in the same time period. 182

In the United States:
• Between 2002 and 2003, the number of female prisoners nationwide in-
creased 6.3 percent, almost double the percent increase for men.183
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Country Rate per 100,000 inhabitants

Maldives 104.88
United States 41.75
Belarus 25.73
Myanmar 11.39
Hungary  10.72

Highest rates of female convicted prisoners based on 
UN survey of 65 countries, selected day, 2002

Country   Number

United States 120,400
Myanmar 5,557
Mexico 4,697
United Kingdom 3,666
England and Wales 3,354

Highest numbers of female convicted prisoners based on 
UN survey of 65 countries, selected day, 2002

Figure A.18.
Source: United Nations. 2002. The Eighth United Nations Survey on Crime
Trends and the Operation of Criminal Justice Systems, table 16.1: Total Convicted
Female Prisoners [online]. [Cited 29 April 2005]. Available: http://www.unodc.org/
pdf/crime/eighthsurvey/8pv.pdf.



• Three-fourths of the women in the criminal justice system are African-
American or Latina.184

• The percent of female inmates who report a history of physical or sex-
ual abuse is up to eight times the percent of male inmates who report such
abuse.185

• Almost 23 percent of women inmates nationwide are identified as men-
tally ill, compared to approximately 16 percent of men.186

• About 37 percent of women prisoners had incomes of less than $600
per month before their arrest.187
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