
WOMEN AND GIRLS – CLOSING THE GENDER GAP

Although it is 40 years since the adoption of the Convention on all forms of Discrimination 
Against Women (CEDAW, 1979), discrimination remains commonplace in law and practice. On 
one hand, 131 countries have added 274 gender-related reforms to laws and regulations over 
the past decade, however it is estimated that more than 2.5 billion women and girls live in 
countries with at least one discriminatory law on the books. These statues restrict women’s 
ability to make decisions about marriage, divorce, and child custody; and to make choices 
about getting a job or starting a business, among others. 

Meanwhile, violence against women remains a human rights abuse on a massive scale. One 
in five women globally has experienced sexual and/or physical violence at the hands of an 
intimate partner in the past year. While in the 1990s, laws against domestic violence were 
uncommon, today they are in place in around three quarters of countries. This is important 
progress, largely driven by feminist activism, although much more needs to be done to en-
sure implementation, and to provide services and access to justice for survivors. 
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Equality between men and women was a core tenet enshrined in the UN Charter in 1945. Yet, 75 years later, women 
and girls live in a world of widespread gender inequality. Turning this around is a priority of the UN in 2020 which 
also marks the 25th anniversary of the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action; the 20th anniversary of Security 
Council resolution 1325 on Women, Peace, and Security; and the 5th anniversary of the Sustainable Development 
Goals. The 2030 Agenda is clear: Gender equality and the empowerment of all women and girls is a goal in itself 
(Sustainable  Development Goal 5) as well as a catalyst for the achievement of all the other goals. Ultimately, 
development will only be sustainable if its benefits accrue equally to both women and men. The world has a decade 
left to turn this promise into action.

The past decades have seen important progress for women and girls. Overall, however, change has been uneven and 
incremental. At the current rate of change, the global gender gap will not close for another 100 years. As the Secre-
tary-General warned, “change is coming at a pace that is too slow for the women and girls whose lives depend on it”. 
Over the next 10 years, the global community must act with urgency and determination to accelerate progress and 
achieve gender equality for all women and girls everywhere.

https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/bitstream/handle/10986/31327/WBL2019.pdf
https://www.unwomen.org/en/news/stories/2019/3/news-un-women-and-partners-launch-initiative-to-repeal-discriminatory-laws
http://pubdocs.worldbank.org/en/702301554216687135/WBL-DECADE-OF-REFORM-2019-WEB-04-01.pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/13552074.2013.802158
https://undocs.org/E/CN.6/2020/3
https://www.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2018/2/gender-equality-in-the-2030-agenda-for-sustainable-development-2018#view
https://www.weforum.org/reports/gender-gap-2020-report-100-years-pay-equality
https://www.un.org/sg/en/content/sg/statement/2019-10-29/secretary-generals-remarks-the-security-councils-open-debate-women-peace-and-security-delivered
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Current economic models have failed to generate progress and prosperity for all. The eco-
nomic opportunity gap widened this year compared to last year, following an overall stall 
from 2006-2020 (although, it is still better than 14 years ago). As a result, the promise of 
economic empowerment remains unfulfilled for the majority of the world’s women. Glob-
ally, the gender gap in labour force participation among adults (25-54) has stagnated over 
the past 20 years. Less than two thirds of women (62 per cent) are in the labour force, com-
pared to 93 per cent of men.
 
Of those women who are employed, 58 per cent are in the informal economy earning low 
wages and lacking social protection. Unpaid care and domestic work remain stubbornly fem-
inized compromising women’s ability to earn an income and build up assets for their later 
life. This work sustains families and economies. Yet, it remains largely invisible and poorly 
supported. The climate crisis brings into focus the need for alternative development path-
ways. Scaling up investments in the care economy and ensuring that women benefit from 
new green jobs is critical for such pathways to succeed. In addition, it is an untapped benefit 
to the world economy: estimates show that closing the gender gap could increase global 
GDP by 35 per cent on average. 

Furthermore, although financial inclusion is on the rise globally, a gender gap persists:  80 
per cent of women-owned businesses with credit needs are underserved, and women in de-
veloping countries are nine per cent less likely than men to have a bank account. Women’s 
equal access to financial services not only unlocks economic potential, but also gives women 
a say in their own financial decisions.
 

While extreme poverty has declined dramatically between 1990 and 2015, across regions, 
poverty remains gendered. Globally, women aged 25-34 globally are 25 per cent more likely 
than men to live in extreme poverty. Most of these women lack access to social protection 
and public services that would provide them with sustainable routes out of poverty.
 
Despite progress in girls’ education, nearly half a billion women and girls aged 15 years and over 
are illiterate and just 39 per cent of rural girls attend secondary school. However, estimates 
show that based on current trends, the educational attainment gender gap can be fully closed 
in 12 years, in large part due to advancements in some developing countries. Increasing wom-
en’s access to education has been shown to increase women’s labor force participation rates; 
delay marriage and having children; and leaves women less vulnerable to violence. 

Thanks to better access to maternity care, fewer women die in childbirth today compared to 
20 years ago. Yet, women’s sexual and reproductive rights remain far from realized. In 2019, 
190 million women of reproductive age worldwide who wanted to avoid pregnancy did not 
use any contraceptive method, an increase from 156 million in 2000. Boosting investments 
in gender-responsive social protection and public services, such as health and education, is 
critical to closing these gaps.

Power and decision-making remain overwhelmingly dominated by men. Women’s repre-
sentation in parliaments has more than doubled from 11 per cent in 1995, but men still hold 
three quarters of seats. Men also hold 73 per cent of management positions and are 70 per 
cent of climate negotiators. In peace negotiations, the numbers are even more dismal. In 
spite of conclusive evidence that where women are engaged in formal peace processes, 
agreements are more inclusive and durable, women make up just 13 per cent of peace 
negotiators and 4 per cent of signatories. 

Sub-Saharan Africa and Latin America have made the most yearly progress in reducing the 
political empowerment gap this since 2012, whereas the gap in East Asia and the Pacific 
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http://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_GGGR_2020.pdf
https://www.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/progress-of-the-worlds-women
https://www.un.org/en/un75/climate-crisis-race-we-can-win
https://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/fandd/2019/03/pdf/fd0319.pdf
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2019/06/women-finance-least-developed-countries-collateral/
https://globalfindex.worldbank.org/
https://www.unwomen.org/en/news/in-focus/commission-on-the-status-of-women-2012/facts-and-figures
http://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_GGGR_2020.pdf
https://www.nber.org/papers/w22766
https://www.unwomen.org/en/news/in-focus/commission-on-the-status-of-women-2012/facts-and-figures
https://undocs.org/E/CN.6/2019/3
https://www.inclusivepeace.org/sites/default/files/IPTI-UN-Women-Report-Making-Women-Count-60-Pages.pdf2
http://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_GGGR_2020.pdf2


is regressing. If we continue at the current pace, by 2030 nearly 2 billion (roughly half of) 
women and girls will still face discrimination in opportunities for public leadership.

While access to formal decision-making remains limited, women are claiming space and 
taking on leadership roles not only in feminist organizations, but in a range of movements 
for social justice, making the connections between gender equality, climate justice, workers’ 
rights, racial equality and more. Women human rights defenders and activists face smear 
campaigns, physical attacks, harassment and intimidation. Funding for their work is often 
scarce. And yet, new generations of young feminists continue to bring energy and innovative 
strategies to the struggle for women’s rights.

Gender equality remains unfinished business in every country of the world. Women and girls 
have less access to education and healthcare, too often lack economic autonomy and are 
under-represented in decision-making at all levels. The progress that has been made to-
wards gender equality over the past quarter of a century, though slow and incremental, does 
however show that change is possible. 

Legal reform, strengthening gender-responsive social protection and public service deliv-
ery, quotas for women’s representation, and support for women’s movements are all strate-
gies that have made a difference and should be scaled up. In the UN Decade of Action to de-
liver the SDGs, governments, the UN, civil society, and the private sector, working together, 
have the potential to transform the lives of women and girls, for the benefit of all.
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FOR MORE INFORMATION
  Sustainable Development Goal 5  |  Achieve Gender Equity and Empower All Women and Girls
  UN Women
  UN Women  |  Women’s Rights in Review 25 Years after Beijing
   Report of the Secretary-General  |  Review and appraisal of the implementation of the  

Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action (Beijing+25)
  UN Women  |  The Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action
  World Bank  |  Women, Business, and the Law Report 2020 
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https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2018/09/HowManyLeftBehind.pdf
https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2018/09/HowManyLeftBehind.pdf
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/sdg5
https://www.unwomen.org/en
https://www.unwomen.org/-/media/headquarters/attachments/sections/library/publications/2020/gender-equality-womens-rights-in-review-en.pdf?la=en&vs=934
https://undocs.org/E/CN.6/2020/3
https://undocs.org/E/CN.6/2020/3
https://beijing20.unwomen.org/en
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/bitstream/handle/10986/32639/9781464815324.pdf
https://apps.who.int/gpmb/assets/annual_report/GPMB_annualreport_2019.pdf
http://visionofhumanity.org/app/uploads/2018/12/Global-Terrorism-Index-2018.pdf

