
GENDER EQUALITY 
AND WOMEN’S 
EMPOWERMENT 

World leaders have given high priority to achieving 
gender equality in the new global development 
agenda, which is unlike any preceding development 
framework in its scope and approach, and in the 
extent to which it affirms and integrates both gender 
equality and women’s empowerment.

To ‘leave no one behind’ – an overarching 
objective of the 2030 Agenda – requires addressing 
the inequalities and disempowerment which hold 
women and girls back. This must be at the heart of 
strategies to achieve sustainable development. 

At the Commonwealth Women’s Affairs Ministerial 
Meeting in Apia, Samoa, the Secretariat stressed the 
economic value of gender equality across political, 
business and civil sectors. Patricia Scotland, the 
Commonwealth’s first female Secretary-General, 
committed herself to re-invigorating the organisation’s 
commitments on gender equality and the global 
goals, pointing out that with 52 diverse nations and a 
population of about 2.4 billion, the Commonwealth is 
full of potential to change the world for women.

Equality still elusive

While women around the world are engaged in 
public life and are demonstrating that they are 
powerful agents of change, true equality across all 
spheres remains elusive. The inequalities women 
may experience include unequal access to economic 
resources and assets; discrimination in the workforce, 
leading to less pay and opportunity and to vulnerable 
employment; a disproportionate burden of unpaid 

work; low levels of participation in decision-
making; sexual and gender-based violence; and the 
disproportionate impact of climate change, natural 
disasters and environmental degradation.

Highly concerning is the global record on 
maternal mortality: while the rate has dropped in 
the past two decades, about 800 women continue 
to die every day from preventable causes related to 
pregnancy and childbirth.

The 2030 Agenda affirms gender equality as both a 
human right and a driver of progress. As such, it is not 
only the focus of Sustainable Development Goal 5 on 
reducing gender inequalities and empowering women, 
but also is integrated across the other Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs). This move reflects the 
growing body of evidence that gender equality has 
powerful multiplier effects across the spectrum of 

Helen Clark, Administrator of the United Nations Development Programme and 
former Prime Minister of New Zealand, stresses that keeping women’s equality and 
empowerment at the centre of development efforts will give the world its best chance 
to achieve the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development.

 Failing to address 
gender inequalities and 
discrimination against 
women will hinder, if 
not derail, achievement 
of the Sustainable 
Development Goals. 
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development. Empowering women and reducing 
gender gaps in health education, labour markets 
and other areas will result in lower poverty, higher 
economic growth, greater agricultural productivity, 
more resilient communities, better nutrition, and more 
education for children.

On the other hand, failing to address gender 
inequalities and discrimination against women will 
hinder, if not derail, achievement of the Sustainable 
Development Goals. Gender inequalities carry a 
steep cost for women, their families, communities, 
and nations. UNDP’s recent African Human 
Development Report found that sub-Saharan Africa 
loses an average of US$95 billion annually from the 
gender gap in labour force participation alone, and 
that African women currently achieve only 87 per 
cent of the human development outcomes of men.

Recognising that gender equality and 
development challenges are interconnected, 
the SDGs include 24 targets relating explicitly 
to gender issues. These targets focus on work; 

agricultural productivity; hunger, health and 
nutrition; water and sanitation; energy and 
environment; political participation; and 
sustainable cities and communities. The nine 
targets in SDG 5 are also vital: these are related 

Lost opportunities

Patricia Scotland, Secretary-General of the 
Commonwealth, recently affirmed: “An 
increased empowerment and inclusion of 
women is not just about fairness, it’s about huge 
economic opportunity that is otherwise simply 
missed. Climate change most severely threatens 
the poor of the planet, the majority of whom 
are women. Yet, exclusion and marginalisation 
prevent women from participating in tackling 
such an important issue.”
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Somwati Bai is the sarpanch (leader) of Choti Tumbi gram panchayat in the central Indian state of Madhya Pradesh. 
Since 2008, UNDP in partnership with the Ministry of Panchayati Raj has been developing capacities of elected women 
representatives in local governance, generating awareness of both men and women on gender issues, and helping 
communities secure access to entitlements.

Commonwealth 2017 99

Sustainable Development



to eradicating violence against women and girls, 
harmful practices and discriminatory laws; and 
ensuring sexual and reproductive health and 
reproductive rights, as well as the recognition and 
value of unpaid care and domestic work.

Challenges of the current landscape

The thorough integration of gender equality into 
the SDGs is encouraging, but if it and sustainable 
development overall are to be accelerated, major 
global challenges – political, economic, demographic, 
and environmental – need to be addressed. Each of 
these has unique and specific impacts on women. The 
challenges include: 
•  The protracted conflicts the world is witnessing, 

along with the largest displacement crisis since 
World War II. Women and girls comprise about 
half the numbers of refugees, and of internally 
displaced and stateless people. It is imperative 
that their voices inform decision-making on 
how to meet their needs, and that they are equal 
beneficiaries of initiatives designed to establish 
livelihoods and support. In some displacement 
settings, women and girls are particularly 
vulnerable to violence and to trafficking. In 
addition, when women stay behind when male 
members of families migrate, they must often 
fend for their families alone, sometimes with 
limited access to services and livelihoods. That 
underscores the importance of empowering 
women economically, reinforcing their innate 
resilience when faced with such circumstances. 
It is especially important in the context of rising 
violent extremism, which in many cases has 
reversed gender equality gains. We see extremist 
ideologies promoting discrimination against 
women and girls, and intolerance of divergent 
opinions, faiths, and lifestyles.

•  Deepening globalisation and technological progress, 
which create new opportunities for some, but 
bring profound challenges for others. Those 
challenges are exacerbated currently by a less than 
robust global economy in which a number of 
major developed countries continue to record low 
growth. A number of the emerging economies 
which maintained global growth in recent years 
have now themselves slowed. UNDP’s 2015 Human 
Development Report on the role of work in advancing 
human development documented how women 
continue to be disproportionately represented in 
the informal economic sectors, and how within 
the labour market they are concentrated in 
lower-waged jobs. The higher-paying jobs of the 
technology and science sectors will remain out 
of reach for many women until they have greater 
access to the requisite education and training.

•  The growing population of older people. Women aged 
50 and above make up nearly a quarter (23.6 per 
cent) of all women around the world. The number 
of people aged 60 and above is expected to reach 1.4 
billion in 2030 and 2 billion in 2050. Today, and in 
the future, the majority of the older population is 
women living in low- and middle-income countries 
and outnumbering men as they age. Providing for 
their care and support, and ensuring that the burden 
of that does not fall disproportionately on younger 
women, is paramount.

•  Unprecedented natural disasters, including severe 
weather events. With climate change, we can expect 
worsening weather for decades. While climate change 
and natural disasters affect everyone, women and girls 
bear the heaviest burden because of the roles they 
commonly have in developing countries in growing 
food and providing water and fuel for families. 
Structural discrimination – including unequal access 
to credit, land ownership and decision-making – also 
undermines their capacity to adapt to climate change.

How can we drive progress?

Addressing these challenges and driving progress 
on gender equality not only calls for gender-
focused and gender-sensitive programming, but 
also requires that all development efforts take the 
experiences, needs, and contributions of women 
into account. With the integration of gender 
equality in the SDGs, the international community 
has an ambitious roadmap for doing that.

To make progress towards the SDG targets, more 
women are needed in decision-making. Today, 
women comprise only 22.9 per cent of the world’s 
parliamentarians – clearly a level well below parity. 
In some regions, the average is much lower, and some 
countries still have no elected women members of 
parliament at all. Gender imbalances are also found in 
the executive branches of government, the judiciary, 
the private sector, and beyond.

Increasing the proportion of women in decision-
making is not just a matter of equity – a critical mass 

 Women and girls 
comprise about half the 
numbers of refugees, 
and of internally 
displaced and stateless 
people. 
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of women decision-makers will make a difference 
in tackling previously unaddressed issues. We are 
seeing this in countries that do achieve high levels of 
women’s representation. For example, Rwanda passed 
a far-reaching law to combat gender-based violence 
in 2006 – it had then, and still has, the highest 
proportion of women parliamentarians in the world.

It is important to invest in women and girls 
as agents of change, including by promoting 
their participation in post-crisis and transitional 
governance processes, including constitution-
making, elections, and public administration. 
Post-crisis transitions provide unique opportunities 
to jumpstart progress on women’s political 
participation. A number of such countries have 
introduced special measures, including electoral 
quotas for women, to that end, and have seen the 
numbers of women in their parliaments grow 
significantly. These include Rwanda, with 63.8 per 
cent women’s representation in the lower house of 
parliament; Mozambique (39.6 per cent); Tunisia 
(31.3 per cent), and Nepal (29.6 per cent). Seven 
of the top 10 countries for gender equality in 
sub-Saharan Africa are Commonwealth countries, 
according to World Economic Forum’s Global 
Gender Gap Report 2015.

Unfortunately, there has been less progress in 
involving women in formal peace processes. A study 
of 31 such processes between 1992 and 2011 revealed 
that only 9 per cent of the negotiators were women, 
notwithstanding far-reaching UN Security Council 
Resolutions in recent years calling for the full and 
meaningful participation of women in all aspects of 
peace-making and consolidation.

Integrated approaches

The world’s approach to natural disasters is shifting from 
a primarily reactive approach based on humanitarian 
relief toward more integrated approaches which focus on 
disaster risk reduction and risk-informed development. 

Ensuring women’s participation in designing these 
measures is essential, including for climate change 
adaptation. Through their gender-based household and 
community roles, women have resources, knowledge 
and skills which can contribute to adapting to and 
mitigating climate change.

At the Commonwealth 11th triennial meeting of 
mostly female leaders and campaigners from around 
the Commonwealth, climate change was adopted as 
a standalone priority and the inclusion of women in 
adaptation interventions reaffirmed as key to success.

Removing the structural barriers to women’s 
economic empowerment is essential for gender 
equality, and for building resilience to economic and 
other shocks. Women with equal rights as basic as 
being able to own and inherit land and property and 
access credit, enjoy decent work and equal pay, and 
open bank accounts, can play an even greater role in 
the development of their societies.

One of the most significant structural barriers 
to women’s economic empowerment is the 
disproportionate burden of unpaid work carried by 
women. Women do as much as three times more 
unpaid work than men do – from caring for children, 
the elderly, the ill, and the disabled, to preparing food 
and gathering water and fuel for their households. 
This volume of unpaid work deprives many women 
of time for earning money, learning new skills, 
and engaging in public life. The need to recognise 
and reduce unpaid care work, including through 
investments in access to water supply and sanitation, 
and through maternity and paternity leave policies 
and provision, is recognised in SDG 5.

Targeting investment

For all of these initiatives, substantial and sustained 
resources are needed. Big ambitions – like Agenda 
2030 – require big investments. The UN Conference 
on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) has 
estimated that to achieve the SDGs by 2030 in key 
sectors in developing countries will require the 
investment of between US$3.3 trillion and US$4.5 
trillion every year.

Investment in youth

It is critical to invest in the potential of 
the world’s growing youth population. An 
unprecedented 1.8 billion youth are alive today. 
Nine out of every 10 people between the 
ages of 10 and 24 live in developing countries. 
Investing in education, skills development, 
entrepreneurship, and other initiatives for 
youth, including always young women, is 
essential to ensure that this generation of 
young people can contribute to and accelerate 
sustainable development.

 Post-crisis transitions 
provide unique 
opportunities to 
jumpstart progress 
on women’s political 
participation. 
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New sources of climate funding can help transform 
traditional gender roles and reduce inequalities, as 
long as diverse needs are duly considered. Launched in 
November 2015, the Commonwealth Climate Finance 
Access Hub helps countries successfully bid for climate 
action funding, assisting with unlocking existing and 
new funds for urgent adaptation and mitigation. SDG 
13 sets targets for effective climate-change planning 
in least developed and developing states that focus on 
women, children and marginalised communities.

Development investments must include resources 
targeted for gender equality initiatives, including for 
women and girl’s empowerment, and for their sexual 
and reproductive rights and overall health service 
needs, as well as for the collection, analysis, and use 
of the gender-disaggregated data which are essential 
to inform policy-making and planning. The private 
sector must also help by advancing gender equality 
in the workplace. The role of civil society is central 
in supporting women’s rights, and in elevating the 
voices and needs of women in public discourse.

For all these reasons, UNDP supports both targeted 
efforts focused on gender equality, and multi-
dimensional approaches which take into account 
the experiences, needs, and contributions of women 

across development – from poverty eradication 
to food security, climate change and disaster risk 
reduction, water and sanitation, access to justice, 
and inclusive growth. By supporting our partners 
to incorporate gender equality in all such areas, we 
are supporting development which truly leaves no 
one behind. Keeping gender equality and women’s 
empowerment at the centre of development efforts 
will give our world its best chance to advance the 
ambitious 2030 Agenda for people and our planet.

Helen Clark has been Administrator of the United 
Nations Development Programme since April 2009, and 
is the first woman to lead the organisation. She is also 
the Chair of the United Nations Development Group. 
Prior to her appointment with UNDP, Helen Clark 
served for nine years as Prime Minister of New Zealand. 
Under her leadership, New Zealand achieved significant 
economic growth, low levels of unemployment, and 
high levels of investment in education, health and 
well-being. She is a strong advocate for New Zealand’s 
comprehensive programme on sustainability and for 
tackling the problems of climate change.

The United Nations Development Programme 
(UNDP) works in more than 170 countries and 
territories, helping to achieve the eradication of 
poverty, and the reduction of inequalities and 
exclusion. We help countries to develop policies, 
leadership skills, partnering abilities and institutional 
capabilities, and to build resilience in order to sustain 
development results. 
www.undp.org

 The private sector must 
also help by advancing 
gender equality in the 
workplace. 

Helen Clark and the “Pink Panthers” motorcycle club - a group of women in Monrovia, Liberia who ride motorbikes for a living.
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