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Key to WPS Index countries and ranks

Country Index Rank

Afghanistan .373 166
Albania .759 57
Algeria .611 143
Angola .626 130
Argentina .775 48
Armenia .720 82
Australia .844 22
Austria .884 6
Azerbaijan .650 123
Bahrain .719 83
Bangladesh .612 142
Barbados .715 87
Belarus .804 38
Belgium .827 27
Belize .716 86
Benin .659 116
Bhutan .657 118
Bolivia .765 54
Bosnia and Herzegovina .760 56
Botswana .667 112
Brazil .700 98
Bulgaria .801 39
Burkina Faso .622 136
Burundi .616 139
Cabo Verde .700 98
Cambodia .694 102
Cameroon .597 148
Canada .876 11
Central African Republic .513 160
Chad .553 156
Chile .764 55
China .725 76
Colombia .691 104
Comoros .632 128
Congo .593 149
Congo, Dem. Rep. .512 161
Costa Rica .779 45
Côte d'Ivoire .617 138
Croatia .818 32
Cyprus .819 31
Czech Republic .820 30
Denmark .891 3
Djibouti .604 145
Dominican Republic .726 74
Ecuador .772 49
Egypt .583 151
El Salvador .725 76
Equatorial Guinea .626 130
Estonia .873 12
Eswatini .613 140
Ethiopia .651 121
Fiji .757 58
Finland .891 3
France .847 20
Gabon .647 124
Gambia .638 126

Country Index Rank

Georgia .777 46
Germany .856 17
Ghana .724 78
Greece .770 51
Guatemala .680 106
Guinea .625 133
Guyana .741 66
Haiti .613 140
Honduras .708 91
Hong Kong, SAR China .731 70
Hungary .772 49
Iceland .888 5
India .625 133
Indonesia .703 95
Iran .657 118
Iraq .490 162
Ireland .858 16
Israel .815 34
Italy .826 28
Jamaica .787 42
Japan .823 29
Jordan .629 129
Kazakhstan .786 43
Kenya .700 98
Kuwait .701 96
Kyrgyzstan .721 80
Lao PDR .724 78
Latvia .845 21
Lebanon .599 147
Lesotho .641 125
Liberia .608 144
Libya .546 158
Lithuania .835 26
Luxembourg .880 8
Madagascar .622 136
Malawi .626 130
Malaysia .729 73
Maldives .671 111
Mali .539 159
Malta .807 36
Mauritania .583 151
Mauritius .752 60
Mexico .693 103
Moldova .743 64
Mongolia .776 47
Montenegro .791 40
Morocco .625 133
Mozambique .675 110
Myanmar .587 150
Namibia .748 62
Nepal .717 84
Netherlands .879 9
New Zealand .869 14
Nicaragua .712 88
Niger .554 155
Nigeria .604 145

Country Index Rank

North Macedonia .806 37
Norway .904 1
Pakistan .460 164
Panama .731 70
Papua New Guinea .658 117
Paraguay .738 68
Peru .735 69
Philippines .709 90
Poland .838 25
Portugal .856 17
Qatar .730 72
Romania .767 53
Russian Federation .770 51
Rwanda .743 65
São Tomé and Príncipe .634 127
Saudi Arabia .655 120
Senegal .661 114
Serbia .839 24
Sierra Leone .578 153
Singapore .843 23
Slovakia .813 35
Slovenia .872 13
Solomon Islands .695 101
Somalia .564 154
South Africa .741 66
South Korea .816 33
South Sudan .479 163
Spain .860 15
Sri Lanka .679 107
Sudan .547 157
Suriname .744 63
Sweden .879 9
Switzerland .893 2
Syria .416 165
Tajikistan .701 96
Tanzania .704 94
Thailand .707 92
Timor-Leste .721 80
Togo .665 113
Trinidad and Tobago .788 41
Tunisia .651 121
Turkey .661 114
Turkmenistan .752 60
Uganda .678 109
Ukraine .689 105
United Arab Emirates .781 44
United Kingdom .883 7
United States of America .851 19
Uruguay .757 58
Uzbekistan .710 89
Venezuela .717 84
Viet Nam .707 92
Yemen .351 167
Zambia .679 107
Zimbabwe .726 74
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CHAPTER 1

Global, regional, and 
comparative findings

Women are at the heart of efforts to achieve sustainable 
peace through inclusion, justice, and security. United 

Nations Security Council Resolution 1325 on Women, Peace 
and Security calls for women’s empowerment and inclusion 
in preventing and resolving conflict and building peace. Res-
olution 1325 complements the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development agreed to by all national governments in 2015, 
which recognizes the need to build inclusive, just, and peace-
ful societies for all. Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 5 
lays out gender equality and the empowerment of all women 
as critical goals, while SDG 16 commits the international 
community to promote peaceful and open societies for sus-
tainable development, provide access to justice for all, and 
build effective, accountable, and inclusive institutions.

Global indices are a way to assess and compare national 
progress against such goals by distilling an array of complex 
information into a single number and ranking. The Women, 
Peace, and Security (WPS) Index is structured around three 
basic dimensions of well-being: inclusion (economic, social, 
political); justice (formal laws and informal discrimination); 
and security (at the individual, community, and societal lev-
els). The index captures and quantifies these three dimen-
sions through its 11 indicators (figure 1.1), which are aggre-
gated in a way that focuses attention on key achievements 
and major shortcomings. (See appendix 1 for the methodol-
ogy for calculating the index, table 1.1 and appendix 1 for 
definitions of the 11 indicators and their associated rationale, 
and statistical table 1 for the detailed country results.)

FIGURE 1.1 The WPS Index captures three 
dimensions of women’s well-being and 
empowerment in 11 indicators
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TABLE 1.1 Index indicators, definitions, and rationale

Dimension 
and indicator Definition Rationale

Inclusion

Education Average number of years of education of women 
ages 25 and older

Education is critical to women’s agency, 
opportunities, freedom from violence, and health. 
Average years of education is a more precise measure 
than, for example, secondary school completion.

Employment Percentage of women ages 25 and older who 
are employed

This indicator captures women’s economic 
opportunities, which are central to realizing women’s 
capabilities. It is preferred to labor force participation 
because it excludes unemployment.

Cellphone use Percentage of women ages 15 and older who 
report having a mobile phone that they use to 
make and receive personal calls

Having a cellphone is increasingly recognized as 
core to people’s opportunities to participate in the 
economy, society, and politics.

Financial 
inclusion

Percentage of women ages 15 and older who 
report having an individual or joint account at a 
bank or other financial institution or who report 
using a mobile money service

Being financially included allows individuals to 
smooth consumption, manage risk, be more resilient, 
invest in education and health, and start and expand 
a business.

Parliamentary 
representation

Percentage of seats held by women in lower and 
upper houses of national parliament

Political participation is a critical aspect of people’s 
capabilities and is most widely measured by 
representation in parliament.

Justice

Legal 
discrimination

Aggregate score for laws and regulations that 
limit women’s ability to participate in society or 
the economy or that differentiate between men 
and women

Discriminatory laws have adverse repercussions, 
making it harder for women to own property, open 
bank accounts, start a business, or take a job and 
enter careers restricted to men.

Son bias Extent to which the ratio of the number of boys 
born to the number of girls born exceeds the 
natural demographic rate of 1.05

An excess number of births of boys over girls relative 
to demographic norms reflects serious discrimination 
against girls and women.

Discriminatory 
norms

Percentage of men ages 15 years and older who 
disagreed with the proposition: “It is perfectly 
acceptable for any woman in your family to have 
a paid job outside the home if she wants one”

An important manifestation of gender discrimination 
is lack of male support for women engaging in 
paid work.

Security

Intimate 
partner 
violence

Percentage of women who experienced physical 
or sexual violence committed by their intimate 
partner in the previous 12 months

The Sustainable Development Goals commit to 
eliminate all forms of violence against women 
and girls.

Community 
safety

Percentage of women ages 15 and older who 
report that they “feel safe walking alone at night 
in the city or area where you live”

Security and safety in the community affect women’s 
mobility and opportunities outside the home.

Organized 
violence

The annual average number of battle deaths from 
state-based, nonstate, and one-sided conflicts 
per 100,000 people between 2016 and 2018

Captures the extent of insecurity in society due to 
various types of armed conflict.

Note: See statistical table 1 for data sources and appendix 1 for detailed definitions and the methodology for calculating the WPS Index.
Source: Authors.
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Until the launch of the WPS Index in 2017, none of the 
growing number of global indices had combined the dimen-
sions of women’s inclusion, justice, and security. Gender indi-
ces are typically limited to such indicators as enrollment in 
secondary school or participation in paid work. These aspects 
of inclusion are undoubtedly important, but in the absence of 
indicators of justice and security, they present an incomplete 
picture of gender equality and women’s empowerment. It is 
surely misleading to focus on girls’ schooling where girls are 
not safe in their home or community. Likewise, traditional 
measures of security include an array of conflict indicators 
but ignore systematic discrimination against women and 
girls. The WPS Index bridges insights from gender and devel-
opment with those from peace and security in a measure that 
is simple and transparent and that reflects women’s auton-
omy and empowerment at home, in the community, and in 
society.

The addition of 14 countries to the WPS Index rankings in 
this edition, made possible by improved data availability, has 
broadened coverage to 167 countries with more than 98 per-
cent of the world’s population.29 Of the newly included coun-
tries, 6 are in Sub-Saharan Africa, 5 are in East Asia and the 
Pacific, 2 are in Latin America, 1 is in the Middle East and 
North Africa, and 7 are fragile and conflict-affected coun-
tries.30 (Spotlight 1.2 at the end of the chapter highlights the 
performance of some of the newly ranked countries.)

Global rankings and major patterns
The WPS Index reveals a broad spectrum of performance 
around the world (figure 1.2; darker shades indicate better 
scores).

A global league ranking displays the overall standing, 
ranging from .904 at the top (Norway) to .351 at the bottom 
(Yemen; see statistical table 1). The dozen best and worst 
performers are shown in figure 1.3. All of the bottom dozen, 
except Pakistan, are classified as fragile or conflict-affected 
countries, and six are in Sub-Saharan Africa.

Commonalities and differences across regions
Major commonalities and differences across and within 
regions illustrate the scope for countries to improve in order 
to reach their neighbors’ standards (figure 1.4). The Middle 
East and North Africa region performs relatively poorly over-
all, which can be traced largely to high levels of organized 
violence and discriminatory laws that disempower women, 
often coupled with low rates of inclusion, especially in paid 
employment. (Figure 1.5 maps the eight regional and country 
groups analyzed in this report, and appendix 2 lists the coun-
tries in each group.)

Within-region differences are also striking, in some cases 
more than a hundred ranks apart. For example, in Central 
and Eastern Europe and Central Asia, Estonia ranks 12th and 
Azerbaijan ranks 123rd. There are also major differences in 
achievement in Latin America and the Caribbean, most nota-
bly between Trinidad and Tobago, at 41, and Haiti, at 140.

Mixed performance across dimensions and 
indicators
The WPS Index findings underline that good things often go 
together. However, only one country—Iceland—scores in the 
top third across the board, with achievements in each dimen-
sion reinforcing its overall progress. More typical among the 

FIGURE 1.2 A spectrum of WPS Index scores around the world

.351 (worst)

.703 (global average)

.904 (best)

WPS Index value

Note: Countries outlined in red are classified as fragile and conflict affected. See statistical table 1 for data sources, detailed scores, and date ranges.
Source: Authors’ estimates.



14    |    WOMEN, PEACE, AND SECURITY INDEX 2019/20

FIGURE 1.3 The dozen best and worst performers on the WPS Index
Best performers	 Worst performers

.850 .860 .870 .880 .890 .900 .910

Estonia

Canada

Netherlands

Sweden

Luxembourg

United Kingdom

Austria

Iceland

Denmark

Finland

Switzerland

Norway

.873

.876

.879

.879

.880

.883

.884

.888

.891

.891

.893

.904
�

.300 .350 .400 .450 .500 .550 .600

Chad

Sudan

Libya

Mali

Central African
Republic

Dem. Rep. of
Congo

Iraq

South Sudan

Pakistan

Syria

Afghanistan

Yemen

.553

.547

.546

.539

.513

.512

.490

.479

.460

.416

.373

.351

Index score

Note: Possible index scores range from a low of 0 to a high of 1. See statistical table 1 for data sources, detailed scores, and date ranges.
Source: Authors’ estimates.

FIGURE 1.4 Some countries perform much better and some much worse than their regional and 
country group average on the WPS Index
Index score
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Middle East &
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Note: See statistical table 1 for data sources, detailed scores, and date ranges and appendix 2 for region and country groups. Fragile States are also included in 
their regional group.
Source: Authors’ estimates.
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top-ranking countries is that they do relatively poorly on at 
least one indicator. On women’s paid employment, even Nor-
way, the top-ranked country overall, and the other countries 
in the top dozen (with the exception of Iceland) rank only in 
the middle range.

Performance is often uneven across the 11 indicators of 
inclusion, justice, and security. Figure 1.6 uses gradations of 
color (from dark green, best, to dark red, worst) to display the 
performance on each indicator of all 167 countries ranked in 
the index. The figure reveals unbalanced performance across 
indicators for most countries, underlining the universality of 
the agenda and the scope for improvement.

While countries in the Developed Country group, Central 
and Eastern Europe and Central Asia, and East Asia and the 
Pacific tend to perform fairly evenly across dimensions, other 
country groups show less balanced performance. Countries 
in Latin America, for example, generally do much better on 
justice than on inclusion. Countries in the Middle East and 
North Africa, South Asia, and the Fragile States group tend to 
perform very poorly on inclusion. On average, just over 1 in 
10 women in the Fragile States group have financial accounts, 
for example—and the share is as low as 1.7 percent in Yemen. 
The Fragile States group also scores relatively poorly overall 
and especially on security.

The data also reveal fronts where too many countries lag 
way behind, such as women’s parliamentary representation 
and employment. Rwanda has the global high for parliamen-
tary representation, at 56 percent (for both houses of parlia-
ment), while in Papua New Guinea women have no seats in 
the national legislature, and in Yemen women hold only 4 of 

412 seats. And in 18 countries in our ranking, the share of 
women in parliament is in the single digits.

The regional range for women’s employment is also very 
large, from about 67 percent in Sub-Saharan Africa to only 
19 percent in the Middle East and North Africa. Eight of the 
ten worst performing countries on female employment are 
in the Middle East and North Africa (starting with the low-
est: Yemen, Syria, Algeria, Jordan, Iraq, Egypt, Tunisia, and 
Morocco). Globally, the gender gap in employment remains 
wide, at 30 percentage points (49 percent for women and 
79 percent for men), with regional gender employment gaps 
as high as 68 percentage points in South Asia and nearly 
60 percentage points in the Middle East and North Africa.

Our justice dimension captures formal laws in the legal 
discrimination indicator. However, because there are often 
gaps between laws on the books and their execution, we also 
include discriminatory norms and son bias (see appendix 1 
for definitions of indicators)—again underlining the impor-
tance of multidimensional measures of women’s well-being.

Since 2017, the global average for our indicator of legal dis-
crimination has improved slightly—with some 118 countries 
showing lower levels of legal discrimination. Developed coun-
tries exhibit the lowest levels of this indicator, with 26 of 27 
countries scoring better than the global average (the excep-
tion is Singapore). Latin America and the Caribbean follows 
closely, with 18 of 25 countries performing at least as well as 
the global average. The Middle East and North Africa is the 
worst regional performer on legal discrimination, with all 
15 countries below the global mean and 9 among the world’s 
bottom dozen performers on this indicator.

FIGURE 1.5 Regional and country groups used in this report

Developed Country

Central and Eastern Europe 

and Central Asia

Latin America and the Caribbean

East Asia and the Pacific

Sub-Saharan Africa

South Asia

Middle East and North Africa

Note: Countries outlined in red are classified as fragile and conflict affected. See appendix 2 for full list of regional and country groups.
Source: Appendix 2.
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For our indicator of security in the home—intimate part-
ner violence—new data availability enabled a switch from 
lifetime prevalence to current prevalence (last 12 months; see 
box 1.1). Globally, the lowest rates of current intimate partner 
violence are in Singapore and Switzerland, at less than 1 per-
cent, and the highest rate is in South Sudan, where a disturb-
ing 47 percent of women have experienced intimate partner 
violence within the past year.

Levels of intimate partner violence vary significantly 
across regions and country groups (figure 1.7). The share of 
women who have experienced violence at the hands of an 
intimate partner in the past year is highest in the Fragile 
States group, averaging more than 18 percent, and lowest in 
the Developed Countries group, at less than 5 percent. Across 
developing country regions, average rates of intimate partner 
violence are lowest in Central and Eastern Europe and Cen-
tral Asia (7.1 percent) and Latin America and the Caribbean 
(7.8 percent), and highest in Sub-Saharan Africa and South 
Asia (exceeding 20 percent). The variation within develop-
ing country regions is shown by the high and low outliers in 

figure 1.7. In East Asia and Pacific, for example, the range is 
from 5 percent in Indonesia to 47 percent in Timor-Leste.

These patterns highlight the broad scope for concerted 
efforts to meet the development goals that all governments 
have signed up to.

The best and worst performing countries
Good performing countries are found all around the world, 
not only in better-off regions. For most indicators and in 
most regions, there are countries that are close to or above 
the global average. For example, the global average for wom-
en’s schooling is approaching eight years, and in all regions at 
least some countries have surpassed that level. Despite Sub-
Saharan Africa’s low regional average of 4.4 years of school-
ing, South Africa, with an average of 10 years, and Botswana, 
with 9.2 years, stand out.

Likewise, it is striking that in all regions some countries 
exceed the global mean rate of women’s cellphone use of 
about 81 percent, such as Mongolia, at nearly 98 percent. 
The same is true of women’s employment rates around the 

BOX 1.1 Switching from lifetime to current intimate partner violence

Any index requires choices about indicators, data sources, 

and data aggregation. Our aim remains to keep the index 

as simple and transparent as possible and to limit the num-

ber of indicators. (Appendix 1 outlines how the index was 

constructed.) To facilitate comparisons over time, we have 

retained the same set of dimensions, indicators, and sources 

as the inaugural 2017 edition, with the exception of inti-

mate partner violence.

When we assessed data availability for the inaugural 

WPS Index, many more countries had data on lifetime inti-

mate partner violence than on current prevalence (the share 

of women who have experienced intimate partner violence 

in the past 12 months).1 To achieve broad country coverage 

of the index, we opted in the inaugural edition to use life-

time prevalence.

Today, however, data on current prevalence have caught 

up and are now available for almost 150 countries, up from 

about 95 countries in 2017.2 The use of current prevalence 

is consistent with the Sustainable Development Goal indi-

cator measuring the “proportion of ever-partnered women 

and girls ages 15 years and older subjected to physical, sex-

ual or psychological violence by a current or former intimate 

partner in the previous 12 months” (UN Women 2017). The 

rank correlation of current prevalence with lifetime prev-

alence is very high—about 0.825—which implies that this 

change does not significantly affect the comparability of the 

WPS Index rankings over time.

The shift to current prevalence is an important improve-

ment in the security dimension of the index. Focusing on 

current intimate partner violence rates provides policy-

makers, women’s advocates, and researchers with informa-

tion on both the prevalence of intimate partner violence and 

changes over time, along with current risk factors (Jewkes 

et al. 2017). Lifetime intimate partner violence is a “stock 

variable” and is not very sensitive to changes over time 

because women who have experienced violence remain in 

the estimates until they die.

Lifetime rates are generally much higher than current 

rates. In countries where the difference between the two 

rates is small, women may face more barriers to leaving 

abusive partners, because of restrictive family and divorce 

laws and a weak social safety net. In such circumstances, it 

is likely that fewer women will leave abusive partners, and 

thus the current intimate partner violence rate will track the 

lifetime rate more closely. In Afghanistan, for example, the 

difference between lifetime and current intimate partner 

violence rates is small (4.7 percentage points), and the cur-

rent rate is high, at 46 percent. Further research is investi-

gating what determines the differences between current and 

lifetime intimate partner violence rates.

Notes
1.	The first edition of the WPS Index identified and included life-

time intimate partner violence prevalence data for 124 countries.
2.	Statistical table 1 shows the countries with data on current inti-

mate partner violence reported in this edition.
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world—Nepal’s female employment rate of 83 percent, for 
example, soars far above the global average of 49 percent.

That there are countries in all regions that have met if not 
exceeded global norms in women’s inclusion and justice has 
important and reassuring implications for lagging countries.

While the bottom dozen countries perform poorly over-
all, it is encouraging that several have recently made progress 
in some areas. Financial inclusion, for example, rose by at 
least 10 percentage points in the Democratic Republic of the 
Congo, Iraq, and Mali. Libya recorded major expansions in 
women’s cellphone use, as did Iraq, while women in Pakistan 
reported feeling safer walking in their community at night.

Table 1.2 shows scores for the best and worst performing 
countries for each indicator in the WPS Index, displaying pat-
terns of achievement across regions and globally. (See statisti-
cal table 1 for details.)

Money matters to performance, but it is not the whole 
story. Some countries do much better—and others much 
worse—than their per capita income ranking (figure 1.8). 
Saudi Arabia, among the richest countries in the world 
in monetary terms, drops a massive 108 places in the WPS 
Index ranking relative to the kingdom’s rank on income. 
Other resource-rich countries that score poorly on women’s 

inclusion, justice, and security relative to their per capita 
income ranking are Libya (96 places lower), Iraq (90 places), 
Kuwait (88 places), Equatorial Guinea (78 places), and Qatar, 
the richest country in the world, which drops 70 places. On 
the other hand, Rwanda does much better on the WPS Index 
than in income terms, as do a number of other countries in 
Sub-Saharan Africa, including Zimbabwe and Mozambique, 
and several countries in Eastern and Central Europe and 
Central Asia.

Diversity at a subnational level: A new application 
of the WPS Index
The global rankings present national average levels of 
achievements and deficits and do not capture differences 
within countries, which may be especially marked in large 
and diverse countries. When data on indicators are available 
for states or provinces, the conceptual and empirical frame-
work for the WPS Index can be applied at the subnational 
level. As a pilot initiative, we calculated subnational indexes 
in three large countries: China (WPS Index national ranking 
of 76), India (133), and Nigeria (145). As discussed in spot-
light 1.1, the subnational indices reveal the enormous diver-
sity behind the national scores in these three countries.

FIGURE 1.7 The worst rates of current intimate partner violence are similar across several 
developing regions
Percent of women
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TABLE 1.2 Best and worst country scores regionally and globally for WPS Index indicators

Indicator and 
performance level Global

Developed 
Countries

Central & 
Eastern 

Europe & 
Central Asia

East Asia 
& the 

Pacific

Latin 
America 

& the 
Caribbean

Middle 
East & 
North 
Africa

South 
Asia

Sub-
Saharan 

Africa
Fragile 
States

Education (mean years of schooling)

Average 7.6 12.5 10.9 7.6 7.7 5.6 4.5 4.4 4.3

Best country score 14.1 13.8 14.1 11.7 11.6 11.9 10.3 9.9 8.5

Worst country score 1.0 9.2 6.9 3.6 4.3 1.9 1.7 1.0 1.0

Financial Inclusion (%)

Average 65.1 94.9 66.1 68.2 52.2 28.7 65.4 34.7 11.8

Best country score 100.0 100.0 98.4 95.0 77.8 1.7 91.6 87.1 68.2

Worst country score 1.7 84.5 27.7 21.5 24.4 76.4 7.0 4.7 1.7

Employment (%)

Average 49.4 52.2 54.3 60.2 51.2 19.1 28.1 66.7 49.2

Best country score 92.9 68.6 65.9 82.3 71.6 64.2 83.4 92.9 91.3

Worst country score 5.3 37.0 28.3 33.8 38.2 5.3 15.0 19.8 5.3

Cellphone use (%)

Average 80.9 93.3 89.5 87.6 78.7 79.6 71.4 66.3 58.2

Best country score 100.0 100.0 97.3 97.6 94.0 100.0 93.6 87.9 100.0

Worst country score 27.0 86.6 73.2 68.0 65.3 48.0 34.0 27.0 27.0

Parliamentary representation (%)

Average 21.5 27.1 18.8 23.2 27.7 17.2 13.9 23.1 17.2

Best country score 55.7 47.3 38.3 33.8 51.8 35.9 33.5 55.7 39.6

Worst country score 0.0 11.9 11.6 0.0 2.7 1.0 4.7 5.8 0.0

Legal discrimination (aggregate score 0-84)

Average 21.9 11.5 18.9 21.4 13.9 38.7 27.1 25.2 29.2

Best country score 5 6 5 13 8 26 16 14 20

Worst country score 54 26 29 38 32 54 46 49 50

Son bias (male to female ratio at birth)

Average 1.08 1.05 1.06 1.11 1.05 1.05 1.13 1.02 1.04

Best country score 1.02 1.05 1.05 1.03 1.03 1.03 1.04 1.02 1.02

Worst country score 1.15 1.07 1.13 1.15 1.07 1.07 1.11 1.06 1.08

Discriminatory norms (%)

Average 19.5 2.4 12.3 20.6 8.6 37.1 32.9 15.6 15.8

Best country score 0 0 2 8 4 18 18 6 7

Worst country score 73 14 34 37 22 53 73 33 53

Intimate partner violence (%, last 12 months)

Average 13.4 4.6 7.1 8.6 7.8 15.3 22.0 21.1 18.3

Best country score 0.9 0.9 1.0 4.9 2.7 6.4 5.6 4.9 4.9

Worst country score 47.0 6.9 19.0 46.4 27.1 45.3 46.1 47.0 47.0

Community safety (%)

Average 63.8 68.9 57.4 77.3 34.1 62.9 63.1 48.0 43.1

Best country score 93.6 93.6 88.4 85.3 58.8 89.8 69.9 85.9 85.9

Worst country score 12.2 47.1 39.4 41.2 18.8 16.9 12.2 23.4 12.2

Organized violence (battle deaths per 100,000 people)

Average 1.2 0.0 0.3 0.1 0.5 13.6 1.3 1.4 15.9

Best country score 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0

Worst country score 180.3 0.4 0.7 1.6 2.0 180.3 63.6 20.4 180.3

Note: See statistical table 1 for data sources, detailed scores, and date ranges and appendix 2 for region and country groups.
Source: Authors’ estimates.
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FIGURE 1.8 Countries that rank much better or much worse on the WPS Index than on per capita 
income

GDP rank� Index 
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SPOTLIGHT 1.1 Behind the national headlines: Pilot analyses at the subnational level in 
China, India, and Nigeria

The national WPS Index scores can mask wide diversity in 

achievement within a country, as shown by the pilot sub-

national analyses conducted for China, India, and Nigeria.1 

While data constraints prevented covering all 11 indica-

tors, the subnational indices for all three countries include 

measures of education, financial inclusion, employment, 

cellphone use, and parliamentary representation, which 

are consistent for each country, though the exact measures 

included depend on the data source.2

Of the three countries, Nigeria has the greatest dispar-

ities in subnational index scores, from .752 to .369. This is 

roughly equivalent to the difference in WPS Index scores 

between Mauritius and Afghanistan, but within a single 

country. China has the smallest range of within-country 

disparities, from .664 to .610.

Subnational index scores reveal marked geographic pat-

terns, particularly in Nigeria and India, and subnational 

scores are also correlated with per capita income.3 However, 

there are outliers in each country, with some wealthy states 

and provinces performing poorly on the subnational index 

relative to their GDP per capita and some poorer states doing 

relatively well. For example, among Nigeria’s 36 states, Ekiti 

is fourth from the bottom in income but at the top of the sub-

national index. And Delhi and Sikkim, 1st and 2nd in GDP 

per capita, are just 12th and 13th on the subnational index. 

Despite economic gains in Delhi, intimate partner violence 

is reportedly increasing, and women’s decision-making 

power is being eroded (Bansal 2017).

Across all three countries, major disparities are evident 

in education. In China and India, there is a seven-year 

gap in education between women in the most and in the 

least well-educated state, while in Nigeria, the difference 

between the highest and lowest achieving state for the share 

of women with at least a secondary education is a massive 

71 percentage points.

Financial inclusion also varies widely, by an average of 

53 percentage points across the three countries. In China, 

where the law does not ban discrimination in access to credit 

based on gender or marital status (World Bank 2019a), the 

share of women ages 16 and older who have used any kind 

of banking service ranges from 54 percent in Heilongjiang to 

90 percent in Ningxia. Employment reflects lesser disparity 

across states in China and India but exposes wide gaps in 

Nigeria, where women’s employment ranges from 80 per-

cent in Oyo to below 29 percent in Borno.

Subnational measures of intimate partner violence and 

organized violence, available only for India and Nigeria, 

show major internal differences. The prevalence of intimate 

partner violence ranges from 53 percent for lifetime intimate 

partner violence in Manipur, India, and more than 40 per-

cent for current prevalence in Benue, Nigeria, to lows of 

about 1 percent in Kano, Nigeria, and 3 percent in Sikkim, 

India. Organized violence ranges from 337 battle deaths per 

100,000 people in Borno, Nigeria, and 176 in Jammu and 

Kashmir, India, to zero in Kebbi, Nigeria, and Uttarakhand, 

India.

India reserves selected local government offices for 

female candidates. Nonetheless, female representation in 

state parliaments has a wide range, from zero in 12 states to 

50 percent in Chandigarh (McKinsey Global Institute 2015). 

China has introduced programs to encourage more female 

political participation—including training in leadership and 

politics (China Power Team 2019)—yet the share of seats 

held by women remains low, from 19 percent in Qinghai to 

33 percent in Guangxi.

While China, India, and Nigeria have national laws and 

policies on gender equality, local customary laws, social 

norms, and weak enforcement may all impede women’s 

ability to exercise their rights. In Nigeria, only some states 

have passed laws criminalizing child marriage, female geni-

tal mutilation, and gender-based violence, as required by the 

Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimina-

tion Against Women. Only four states (Anambra, Ebonyi, 

Lagos, and Oyo) have adopted the Nigerian Violence against 

Persons Prohibition Act of 2015. Northern states tend to be 

governed by a combination of Sharia law, customary law, 

and Nigerian national laws (USAID Nigeria 2014). This 

legal structure is especially relevant for marriage and family 

relations—for example, marital rape is legal under the Sha-

ria penal code.

More detailed explanations of the subnational index 

results are outlined below. The rankings and data sources 

are shown in the online appendix (GIWPS 2019).

China

In 1995, the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action 

generated political will and global visibility for women’s 

and girl’s rights and equality around the world (UN Women 

2019). Moreover it is impossible to talk about China without 

highlighting its recent economic success, dramatic declines 

in poverty nationally (from more than 28 percent in 2010 to 

7 percent in 2015),4 and shrinking interprovincial dispari-

ties in poverty rates (World Bank 2017a). However, as China 

has become wealthier, commitment to the Beijing declara-

tion and performance on gender equality have been uneven 

(Feng 2017). The country’s global WPS Index ranking is 76.

(continued)

https://chinapower.csis.org/china-gender-inequality/
https://giwps.georgetown.edu/the-index/chapters/
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Figure 1. Moderate differences in China
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Source: Authors’ estimates.

Given China’s size, substantial differences on women’s 

inclusion, justice, and security might be expected across its 

31 provincial-level administrative units (provinces, munic-

ipalities, and autonomous regions).5 Yet the differences are 

less marked than in India and Nigeria. While some indica-

tors show a wide range—for example, employment ranges 

from 58 percent in Tibet to 36 percent in Shanxi—the pat-

tern varies across provinces, so that the aggregate subna-

tional index scores reveal a much smaller range.

The mixed performance of Tibet, Heilongjiang, and 

Guangxi provinces shows the value of multidimensional 

measures (figure 1). Focusing on a single variable can create 

a misleading picture. Heilongjiang has the lowest levels of 

women’s financial inclusion but the highest rate of women’s 

cellphone use. Guangxi has the worst son bias (1.23) yet the 

highest share of women in the National People’s Congress 

(one-third). And Tibet has the lowest average level of female 

education (five years) but the highest rate of female employ-

ment (58 percent).

Multiple studies have shown that income inequality in 

China can be traced largely to an urban–rural divide, espe-

cially in access to public services (World Bank 2017a). Yet, 

performance on the subnational index varies for two major 

urban municipalities—Shanghai (ranking of 7) and Beijing 

(ranking of 1)—and for two of the provinces with the larg-

est cities—Tianjin in Hebei Province (provincial ranking 

of 22) and Guangzhou in Guangdong Province (provincial 

ranking of 27).

About 10 percent of China’s population is classified as 

belonging to an ethnic minority group, with minorities con-

centrated in five province-level autonomous regions: Tibet 

(Tibetans), Xinjiang (Uyghurs), Inner Mongolia (Mongols), 

Guangxi (Zhuang people), and Ningxia (Hui people). On 

average, these regions do not appear to perform worse on 

the subnational index than Han Chinese provinces (World 

Bank 2017a).6

Beijing municipality, the capital and second largest city 

after Shanghai, tops the subnational ranking and has the 

highest average income. At 12 years, women’s education is 

comparable to the developed country average. Beijing also 

has high rates of financial inclusion—84 percent of women 

have used banking services. However, the capital ranks 

lower on parliamentary representation (24th) and female 

employment (16th). There is some variation in employment 

laws across provinces; for example, Gansu, Yunnan, and 

Tibet provinces all allow 30 days off work for new fathers, 

compared with just 7 days in Tianjin and Shandong prov-

inces (Dong 2017).

Hunan, a mountainous and mainly rural province in the 

south-central region, has the lowest subnational index value 

(.610). While not the worst performer on any one indicator, 

the state performs relatively poorly across the board.

India

With more than 1.3 billion people, India’s 36 states and ter-

ritories are diverse in size, income, human development, 

and, as shown below, women’s inclusion, justice, and secu-

rity. Of these subnational entities, 27 had sufficient data for 

estimating WPS subnational index scores.

The top-performing states are clustered in the southern 

tip, while the worst performing states lie in a belt across the 

north and center, from Rajasthan to Assam (figure 2). The 

subnational index rankings broadly echo state-level rankings 

in other studies. A study conducted by the Hindustan Times 

found similar geographic patterns in their “Women Empow-

erment Index,”7 and McKinsey Global Institute’s Index has 

three of the top five states for women (Mizoram, Kerala, and 

Goa) in common with the top five on the WPS Index.8

Kerala, the top-ranked state on the subnational index, 

ranks second for women’s education and first for cellphone 

use and has relatively few deaths from organized violence. 

Kerala has long been regarded as a success story of human 

development, yet the subnational index shows that this 

has not translated into women’s employment (Government 

SPOTLIGHT 1.1 Behind the national headlines: Pilot analyses at the subnational level in 
China, India, and Nigeria (continued)

(continued)
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of Kerala State Planning Board 2016). “Educated unem-

ployment” has been attributed to enduring cultural norms 

favoring men and the unequal burden of women’s domestic 

roles (State Planning Board, Thiruvananthapuram 2017). 

Furthermore, Kerala’s high ranking on the security sub-

index reflects low organized violence and intimate partner 

violence but does not capture generally high crime rates. 

In 2016, Kerala had the second highest rate of crime under 

the Indian Penal Code, behind Delhi, and the highest num-

ber of cases of special and local-law crimes (National Crime 

Records Bureau, Indian Ministry of Home Affairs 2016).

Figure 2. Top performers cluster in the south in India
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Note: States without sufficient data are shown in gray.
Source: Authors’ estimates.

In Manipur, schooling, employment rates, and participa-

tion in household decision-making are high relative to the 

rest of the country. Yet major gaps persist on other indica-

tors, and the state performs especially poorly on security. 

Manipur has the highest rates of intimate partner violence 

and son bias, and the second highest number of recorded 

battle deaths (organized violence). The state has become 

known for protracted ethnic conflict, which has been asso-

ciated with physical, emotional, and sexual violence against 

women, who have been used as a weapon of war amid 

heightened patriarchal norms and discrimination (Singha 

2017). The net result is that Manipur is bottom ranked on 

the subnational index in India. This finding underlines the 

importance of considering security, since measures of inclu-

sion and justice alone may portray a misleading picture of 

the reality of women’s lives.

Some of the highest ranking states perform poorly on 

some fronts. For example, Karnataka ranks 4th overall but 

20th on the inclusion subindex. Chandigarh ranks 1st on the 

inclusion subindex but 18th on justice and 16th on security.

Another interesting state is Meghalaya. It is home to the 

Khasi, a matrilineal society for whom clan membership and 

inheritance follow the female lineage (Gneezy, Leonard, and 

List 2009), yet it ranks 15th on the subnational index. This 

mediocre performance on the index may reflect the facts that 

the Khasi make up only about half the population of Megha-

laya and that the index does not include subnational laws, 

such as the Meghalaya legislation on succession, in which 

inheritance follows the female lineage (Nongbri 1988).

Nigeria

Nigeria is the most populous country and the largest econ-

omy in Sub-Saharan Africa, with high rates of both poverty 

and income inequality (Leithead 2017). States vary enor-

mously in religion, culture and language, human devel-

opment, and income. Nigeria is home to nearly 350 ethnic 

groups speaking more than 250 languages. All 37 Nigerian 

states had sufficient data to enable estimating subnational 

WPS Index scores.

The best index scores are concentrated in the south, and 

the worst in the north (figure 3). This reflects broader eco-

nomic and social trends. People in the south appear to have 

benefited from a demographic dividend (a growing share of 

working age population), urbanization, rising human cap-

ital, and greater job opportunities (Bertoni et al. 2016). In 

the northeast, a lack of infrastructure, low levels of educa-

tion, poor health outcomes, and persistently high levels of 

poverty have been associated with conflict and instability.

Ekiti, a southwestern state rich in natural resources, is 

the top performer on the subnational index, leading in 

women’s cellphone use and parliamentary representation. 

Lagos State follows close behind, with the highest rates of 

education and financial inclusion but relatively weak per-

formance on the security index, ranking 19 of 37 states. 

This poor showing for security can be traced to high rates 

of organized violence and intimate partner violence; almost 

13 percent of women in Lagos have experienced violence 

from a partner in the past year. The city of Lagos—Nigeria’s 

largest metropolitan area and a major economic hub—has 

SPOTLIGHT 1.1 Behind the national headlines: Pilot analyses at the subnational level in 
China, India, and Nigeria (continued)

(continued)

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/resources/idt-sh/lagos
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high levels of women’s employment but no women in parlia-

ment. Lagos does perform well on several other health and 

gender equality indicators, including having the lowest rate 

of adolescent pregnancy nationally—1 percent compared 

with 32 percent in Bauchi (National Population Commission 

of Nigeria 2018).

Yobe has the worst state score, followed by Adamawa and 

Borno. They have the highest rates of organized violence, 

largely associated with Boko Haram, although their rates of 

intimate partner violence are relatively low. Yobe is second 

to the bottom on inclusion, with the second to lowest rates 

of women’s employment and financial inclusion and poor 

outcomes in education.

Overall weak achievements in the states that lag on the 

WPS subnational index appear to be both a cause and an 

outcome of insecurity. Conflict has displaced millions of 

people or made them food insecure. School enrollment has 

been declining as Boko Haram targeted schools and teach-

ers and added further brutality to its terrorism by kidnap-

ping schoolgirls and forcing women and children to join in 

attacks, including as suicide bombers (U.S. Department of 

State 2017).

Figure 3. Huge disparities across Nigeria
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Source: Authors’ estimates.

Boko Haram is not the only group perpetuating violence 

in Nigeria. There are attacks against oil pipelines in the Niger 

Delta and clashes between communities and pastoralists, 

as well as other ethno-religious conflicts. Clashes between 

herders and farmers in eastern Nigeria—which have become 

increasingly premeditated and destructive—resulted in six 

times more deaths than Boko Haram in 2018 (International 

Crisis Group 2018).

Nigeria has the largest disparities of any of the three 

countries examined. Almost 75 percent of women in Riv-

ers have a secondary education, compared with fewer than 

4 percent in Sokoto. Almost all the women in Kwara par-

ticipate in decision-making, whereas just over 1 percent in 

Sokoto do so. Rates of intimate partner violence vary widely 

as well. Notably, this is the only indicator that is gener-

ally worse in the south than in the north. The subnational 

results for Nigeria emphasize the importance of looking 

behind national averages, especially in countries with siz-

able regional and other inequalities.

Notes
1.	Because subnational indicies do not include all indicators and 

national scores are not an aggregate of subnational scores, 
national WPS scores can differ from the range of subnational 
scores, as with China.

2.	Instead of mean years of schooling, the Nigeria subnational index 
measures the share of women over age 25 with at least a second-
ary education (National Bureau of Statistics, Nigeria, 2016). Mea-
sures of inclusion in China (financial inclusion, employment, 
and use of a cellphone) cover women over the age of 16. China 
and India include sex ratio at birth. Only India includes the jus-
tice measure about perceptions of women’s right to work (Desai 
and Vanneman 2018). India and Nigeria include the share of 
women who participate in decision-making (from Demographic 
and Health Surveys) as part of the justice dimension. None of 
the subnational indices include subnational measures of formal 
legal discrimination. Although China’s subnational indices do 
not include measures on discriminatory norms, intimate partner 
violence, or organized violence (India’s and Nigeria’s do), data on 
community safety are available. India measures lifetime violence 
rather than past year violence.

3.	At p < .05 for China, p < .01 for India, and p < .001 for Nigeria.
4.	Poverty headcount ratio (percent of population) at $3.20 a day in 

2011 purchasing power parity (World Bank 2019f).
5.	Municipalities, autonomous regions, and provinces constitute 

China’s provincial administrative divisions. In addition to prov-
inces, these include the municipalities of Beijing, Chongqing, 
Shanghai, and Tianjin and the autonomous regions of Guangxi, 
Inner Mongolia, Ningxia, Tibet, and Xinjiang.

6.	McKinsey’s subnational ranking for China found that wealthier 
provinces have higher scores on educational attainment, mater-
nal care, and professional and technical jobs, although labor force 
participation did not follow this pattern (McKinsey Global Insti-
tute 2015).

7.	 Indicators include participation of women in household deci-
sions; ownership of land, cellphones, and bank account; and 
instances of spousal violence (Bansal 2017).

8.	Indicators include labor force participation, share in professional 
and technical jobs and in leadership positions, education, child 
marriage, violence by a spouse, and sex ratio at birth, as well as 
several measures of household conditions (for example, using 
LPG or kerosene for cooking and availability of drinking water 
and toilet facilities). The McKinsey Global Institute (2015) study 
does not include measures on justice, decision-making, or orga-
nized violence.

SPOTLIGHT 1.1 Behind the national headlines: Pilot analyses at the subnational level in 
China, India, and Nigeria (continued)

http://www.nigerianstat.gov.ng/download/830
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SPOTLIGHT 1.2 How selected countries newly added to the WPS Index perform

This spotlight examines 3 of the 14 countries added to the 

WPS Index rankings as recent and reliable data became 

available.

Libya joins the ranking in the bottom dozen, in 158th 

place. The country performs especially poorly on security. 

Levels of organized violence are high, and more than two 

in five women feel unsafe walking alone at night, behind 

only Syria in the region. More than 1 in 10 women have 

experienced intimate partner violence in the past year, and 

laws do not specifically prohibit domestic violence. Perfor-

mance is also weak on the inclusion and justice dimensions 

(figure 1). Fewer than a quarter of women are employed, 

and Libya ranks in the bottom five countries globally on 

discriminatory norms (whether men agree that it is accept-

able for women to work outside the home; Gallup and ILO 

2017). Women reportedly face discrimination in marriage, 

divorce, inheritance, and nationality. They are restricted in 

their mobility and are highly vulnerable to sexual harass-

ment and assault (UNHRC 2019).

Our measure of legal discrimination reveals 39 discrimi-

natory laws in Libya. Women cannot be the head of a house-

hold in the same way that men can, they cannot inherit 

property equally, and their testimony in court does not carry 

the same evidentiary weight. However, there has been some 

progress. Libya recently introduced a law mandating equal 

pay for equal work (Human Rights Watch 2013; Kessel-

ring 2017). Women hold 16 percent of parliamentary seats, 

above the 10 percent quota (UNDP 2015). Women played a 

major role in the 2011 uprising against the Gaddafi govern-

ment and have been instrumental in rebuilding civil society 

(Human Rights Watch 2013; Women’s International League 

for Peace and Freedom 2012). Libya is one of a handful of 

countries (the others are United Arab Emirates, Finland, 

Bahrain, and Iraq) where nearly all women report having a 

mobile cellphone.

Papua New Guinea is new to the WPS Index this year 

and ranks 117th. The country is ethnically diverse, with 

high poverty rates (Himeleir 2018).1 Levels of violence 

against women are among the worst in the world. Almost 

one in three women have experienced intimate partner vio-

lence in the past year, more than two in three have expe-

rienced physical or sexual violence in their lifetime, and a 

recent study reported that 41 percent of men have admitted 

to rape (Darko, Smith, and Walker 2015).2 Few victims seek 

help, and those who do typically turn to informal modes 

of redress. In 2013, the government criminalized spousal 

abuse. It opened shelters and developed a specialized police 

division for cases of family and sexual violence. However, 

corruption and mismanagement have impeded implementa-

tion (Human Rights Watch 2015a).

Papua New Guinea is the only country without any 

female representation in parliament. The country also has 28 

discriminatory laws. For example, in cases of divorce, women 

are often required to pay back their bride price. While about 

half of women in the country are employed, women average 

less than four years of schooling, which is half the regional 

average (World Bank 2019f). Discrimination and low edu-

cation are also associated with high rates of maternal death 

amid concerns about the quality and high costs of healthcare 

(Human Rights Watch 2019a; WHO 2019).

Timor-Leste joins the WPS Index this year at position 

80, reflecting uneven performance. As in Libya, women in 

Timor-Leste were active in the struggle for independence 

and peace building, and the new constitution guarantees 

gender equality. A legal quota requires that women make 

up at least a third of parliamentary candidates (UN Women 

n.d.), and the share of women in parliament—at 34 percent

—is the highest in the region. However, women’s political 

leadership at the local level is limited; almost all (98 percent) 

village and hamlet chiefs are men (ADB 2014). Only 1 in 3 

women are in paid work—among the lowest rates globally

—compared with 9 in 10 married men (General Directorate 

of Statistics, Timor-Leste 2018). As in Papua New Guinea, 

women in Timor-Leste have limited education—less than 

four years. Indeed, in 2016, 22 percent of women ages 15–49 

had no schooling at all (GDS and ICF 2018).

The record of security for women in Timor-Leste is 

mixed. Over 77 percent of women feel safe walking alone at 

night, among the highest rates in the world. Yet the country 

has the second worst prevalence of current intimate partner 

violence, at 46 percent, behind only South Sudan. Recog-

nizing this challenge, the government passed a law in 2010 

criminalizing domestic violence and rolled out a national 

action plan for prevention and for services to survivors.

(continued)

Notes
1.	The headcount poverty rate is estimated at 38 percent using the 

international poverty line of $1.90 a day (2011 US dollars in pur-
chasing power parity per person per day).

2.	Another study by Amnesty International (2006) found that 
60 percent of men surveyed in some parts of the country admit-
ted to taking part in gang rape.

https://www.hrw.org/sites/default/files/reports/libya0513_brochure_LOWRES.pdf
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SPOTLIGHT 1.2 How selected countries newly 
added to the WPS Index perform (continued)

Figure 1. How three of the new countries perform on 
the WPS Index
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CHAPTER 2

Insights from recent trends 
in the WPS Index

This chapter explores key insights emerging from recent 
trends on the three dimensions of the WPS Index. The 

chapter wraps up with a spotlight reflecting on countries 
whose performance has changed the most since the inaugural 
2017 index.

One welcome headline is that the world seems to be mov-
ing in the right direction. In nearly all countries in all regions, 
women fared at least as well on inclusion, justice, and secu-
rity in 2019 as in 2017. Indeed, only one country (Yemen) 
scored more than 5 percent worse now than in 2017, while 59 
countries improved by more than 5 percent and 8 countries 
by more than 10 percent.

What do the shifts in rankings reveal?
The absolute differences in achievement among the top-
ranked countries are generally not significant. Norway over-
took Iceland to assume the top spot. A key reason for Iceland’s 
drop in the rankings is the deterioration in women’s political 
representation, which had been approaching parity. Political 
representation fell 10 percentage points to 38 percent, giving 
women in Iceland their lowest political representation in a 
decade.

The dozen countries that gained more than 10 places in 
the index rankings are a diverse set, spread across several 
regions. Five of the top ten upward movers are in Central and 
Eastern Europe and Central Asia (in order of biggest shift: 
Moldova, Turkmenistan, Armenia, Latvia, and Estonia), two 
in East Asia and the Pacific (Malaysia and China), and two 

in Sub-Saharan Africa (Rwanda and Benin). Major gains in 
rankings can usually be traced to improvements on all or 
most indicators, with some especially notable achievements 
in financial inclusion and legal reforms:
•	 Half of the top dozen upward movers saw increases in 

financial inclusion of at least 10 percentage points (in 
order of biggest shift: Turkmenistan, Armenia, Moldova, 
Bolivia, Benin, and Rwanda), which can generally be 
traced to government policy actions, as well as initia-
tives by nongovernmental organizations and the private 
sector.

•	 Moldova’s upward move of 23 positions in the ranking was 
boosted by legal reforms that included amendments to the 
country’s sexual harassment legislation broadening the 
definition of violence and establishing a central Gender 
Equality Coordination group.31

As noted, WPS Index scores improved by at least 5 percent 
in 59 countries, while only 1 country (Yemen) experienced a 
decline of similar magnitude (table 2.1).32 The “traffic lights” 
in table 2.1 signal the advances (green lights) and retreats 
(red lights) in performance on individual indicators. Finan-
cial inclusion, education, legal reforms, and parliamentary 
representation were the biggest drivers of upward mobility, 
highlighting that progress is being made on multiple—but not 
all—fronts.

Ten countries have remained stuck in the bottom dozen 
positions globally since the first edition, while three coun-
tries (Cameroon, Lebanon, and Niger) moved up from there.33 
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TABLE 2.1 Improving trends on the WPS Index and indicators
Changes of more than 5 percent since the 2017 index

2019 
WPS 
Index 
rank Country

Inclusion Justice Security

Education
Financial 
inclusion

Cellphone 
use

Parliamentary 
representation

Legal 
discrimination Son bias

Community 
safety

Organized 
violence

3 Denmark ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ●

6 Austria ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ●

12 Estonia ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ●

14 New Zealand ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ●

21 Latvia ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ●

26 Lithuania ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ●

34 Israel ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ●

37 North Macedonia ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ●

39 Bulgaria ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ●

41 Trinidad and Tobago ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ●

43 Kazakhstan ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ●

45 Costa Rica ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ●

46 Georgia ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ●

48 Argentina ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ●

51 Russian Federation ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ●

54 Bolivia ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ●

55 Chile ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ●

57 Albania ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ●

59 Uruguay ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ●

60 Mauritius ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ●

60 Turkmenistan  ● ● ●  ● ● ●

64 Moldova ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ●

65 Rwanda ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ●

68 Paraguay ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ●

69 Peru ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ●

70 Panama ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ●

73 Malaysia ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ●

76 China ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ●

76 El Salvador ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ●

82 Armenia ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ●

84 Nepal ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ●

86 Belize ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ●

92 Viet Nam ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ●

92 Thailand ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ●

95 Indonesia ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ●

99 Kenya ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ●

102 Cambodia ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ●

105 Ukraine ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ●

107 Zambia ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ●

110 Mozambique ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ●

111 Maldives ●  ● ● ● ● ● ●

114 Senegal ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ●

116 Benin ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ●

118 Iran ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ●

124 Gabon ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ●

128 Comoros ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ●
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Although only Yemen experienced a significant absolute 
worsening in its WPS Index score (from .407 to .351), several 
countries’ performance stagnated or declined on key indica-
tors, which lowered their ranking. Our estimates show that 
51 countries fell 10 or more positions.

Deterioration can frequently be traced to weakening secu-
rity, most notably community safety. Explanations varied 
across countries, ranging from recent political unrest in Nic-
aragua to limited access to justice in Lao PDR. In almost 50 
countries, reported community safety deteriorated, while in 
41 countries, rates of organized violence worsened by at least 
5 percent, revealing extensive security threats to women’s 
well-being. Spotlight 2.1 at the end of the chapter explores 
factors behind the biggest movers—the countries with the 
largest improvements or deteriorations in rank.

To better understand recent trends, we look at what has 
happened to key indicators for each of the three dimensions.

Inclusion

Impressive but not universal expansion in financial 
inclusion
Women’s financial inclusion is on the rise, up some 7 percent-
age points globally since 2014. Still, overall, only about two 
in three women are financially included—meaning that they 
have any type of financial account, including a mobile account.

An impressive 85 countries recorded a boost of at least 
5 percent in financial inclusion since the 2017 WPS Index. 

Among the 10 countries with the largest gains on this indi-
cator, the most notable were Turkmenistan (up 35 percentage 
points), India (34 percentage points), Tajikistan (33 percent-
age points), and Senegal (27 percentage points; figure 2.1). In 
India, for example, the Dhan Yojana scheme launched in 2014 
mandates that state-owned banks open at least one account 
for every unbanked household,34 leading many previously 
financially excluded women to open their own accounts.35 
India’s gender gap in accessing financial services shrank from 
20 to 6 percentage points between 2014 and 2017. The expan-
sion in women’s financial inclusion was also aided by the 
introduction of innovative biometric identification systems 
that enable millions of people without formal identification 
documents to open accounts.36

Cellphone ownership can boost women’s access to dig-
ital financial services. In Central and Eastern Europe and 
Central Asia, the share of adults using digital payments rose 
from 46 to 60 percent since the first edition of the index.37 A 
recent study by the Georgetown Institute for Women, Peace 
and Security finds that greater cellphone use by women is 
associated with a significantly smaller gender gap in finan-
cial inclusion.38 In Cameroon, Mozambique, and Mali, for 
example, the gender gap in mobile money access is smaller 
than the gap in bank account ownership.39 At the same time, 
the fact that fewer than 1 in 10 women own a mobile money 
account points to the scope for increasing access to digital 
financial services and addressing gender gaps in financial 
accounts.40

2019 
WPS 
Index 
rank Country

Inclusion Justice Security

Education
Financial 
inclusion

Cellphone 
use

Parliamentary 
representation

Legal 
discrimination Son bias

Community 
safety

Organized 
violence

130 Angola ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ●

130 Malawi ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ●

133 Guinea ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ●

133 India ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ●

136 Madagascar ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ●

140 Eswatini ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ●

147 Lebanon ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ●

148 Cameroon ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ●

149 Congo ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ●

159 Mali ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ●

160 Central African Rep. ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ●

161 Dem. Rep. of Congo ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ●

165 Syria ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ●

167 Yemen ● ● ● ● ● ● ● ●

Note: Green (●) indicates an improvement of at least 5 percent on the indicator relative to 2017, red (●) a 5 percent or greater deterioration, and yellow (●) 
a change of less than 5 percent in either direction. Three indicators are not shown: current intimate partner violence, because it was not recorded in 2017; 
employment, because the International Labour Organization revised the data series; and discriminatory norms, because there are no new data.
Source: Authors’ estimates. See statistical table 1 in this edition and in GIWPS and PRIO (2017) for data sources.

TABLE 2.1 Improving trends on the WPS Index and indicators (continued)
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Against this good news, however, there are some areas of 
major concern:
•	 In conflict-affected countries, women’s financial inclusion 

remains low, averaging only about 1 in 10 women. Con-
flict and insecurity are major barriers to financial services. 
Financial inclusion is in the single digits in seven coun-
tries, six of which are fragile and conflict affected.41 In 
Yemen, under 2 percent of women have access to a bank 
account or reported using mobile money in the past year, 
the lowest rate for women’s financial inclusion. Addi-
tional barriers impede women’s access. Discriminatory 
laws, including restrictions on obtaining identification 
documents, can make it difficult for women to open bank 
accounts. Chad and Niger are two of the remaining three 
countries worldwide where married women require per-
mission from their husband to open a bank account.42

•	 The regional rate of women’s financial inclusion is below 
half the global average in the Middle East and North Africa 
and only slightly above half the global average in Sub-
Saharan Africa. At the same time, there is a wide range of 
achievement behind the regional averages. In the Middle 
East and North Africa, rates of financial inclusion range 
from 76 percent in the United Arab Emirates to Yemen’s 
abysmal rate of below 2 percent. In Sub-Saharan Africa, 
the highs are 87 percent in Mauritius and 81 percent in 
Namibia, but financial inclusion remains in single digits in 
conflict-affected South Sudan (ranking lowest), Burundi, 
Djibouti, and Central African Republic.

•	 In several countries and regions that perform poorly on 
the WPS Index, laws restricting women’s movement limit 

their access to financial services. In 17 countries—many in 
the Middle East and North Africa—married women face 
restrictions on traveling outside their home.43

•	 On financial inclusion, East Asia and the Pacific, East-
ern and Central Europe and Central Asia, and South 
Asia, as well as the Developed Country group, perform 
well on average (figure 2.2). But some countries lag far 
behind their region. Cambodia ranks last in East Asia and 
the Pacific, with only 22 percent of women financially 
included, although the gender gap is small.44 By contrast, 
Pakistani women are far behind men in account owner-
ship despite a 2015 national drive to promote financial 
inclusion.45 While overall account ownership in Pakistan 
has almost doubled since 2014, only 7 percent of women 
have an account, compared with 35 percent of men.

Growing cellphone use around the world, especially in 
Sub-Saharan Africa
Globally, more than four in five women use cellphones. Since 
the 2017 WPS Index, 94 countries have registered gains, and 
in 48 of the countries the gains exceed 5 percent. This expan-
sion in connectivity is welcome, given accumulating evidence 
of the extensive benefits associated with cellphone use,46 
including unlocking economic opportunities and providing 
access to digital financial services. Cellphones can improve 
women’s sense of security, promote their independence, and 
increase their agency.47 Cellphone use also increases women’s 
connection to the internet; for example, about 89 percent of 
Bangladeshi women who access the internet do so using a 
cellphone.48

FIGURE 2.1 Top 10 gainers in women’s financial inclusion since the 2017 WPS Index
Percent of women with financial account 
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Of the 10 countries reporting the largest recent gains in 
women’s cellphone use, 7 are in Sub-Saharan Africa (in order 
of largest gain: Comoros, Mozambique, Burkina Faso, Gam-
bia, Guinea, Ethiopia, and Mali), and all but Gambia were 
advancing from a low base—under 60 percent in 2017. Cell-
phone inclusion also rose by double digits in Bangladesh and 
Lao PDR, although in Bangladesh, where close to 90 percent 
of men have a cellphone, the cellphone gender gap is 16 per-
centage points.49 Mexico was also among the top 10 improv-
ers, with nearly three in four women now having access to 
cellphones.

Regionally, women’s cellphone use ranges from around 9 
in 10 women in Central and Eastern Europe and Central Asia 
to about 2 in 3 in Sub-Saharan Africa (figure 2.3). Across Sub-
Saharan Africa, access varies from almost universal female 
cellphone ownership in Gabon, Kenya, and Mauritius (close 
to 9 in 10 women) to around 1 in 3 women in South Sudan 
and Burundi, both fragile and conflict-affected countries.

While South Asia had the largest recent gains in wom-
en’s access to cellphones, its gender gap remains the widest 
of any region, at about 16 percentage points (see figure 2.3).50 
A commonly cited barrier to ownership is handset cost, but 
women are more likely to report additional barriers, such as a 
lack of digital literacy and security and harassment concerns 
in conflict-affected settings,51 as well as adverse social norms.52

Little progress on women’s employment
Globally, the gender gap in paid employment remains stub-
bornly wide—some 30 percentage points—with fewer than 

half of working age women reported as being in paid employ-
ment compared with 79 percent for men. The gender gap 
ranges as high as 60 percentage points in the Middle East 
and North Africa and South Asia. Recent trends show little 
change at the regional level, at less than 2 percentage points 
either way.

The regional average in women’s employment ranges 
from about 67 percent in Sub-Saharan Africa and 60 percent 
in East Asia and the Pacific to 29 percent in South Asia and 
19 percent in the Middle East and North Africa (figure 2.4).

While the overall picture has not improved much, several 
countries show promising gains—most notably Bangladesh, 
which recorded the largest increase in women’s employment 
worldwide since the 2017 index (4 percentage points), fol-
lowed by Bosnia and Herzegovina (3 percentage points, rising 
to 30 percent).

In Bangladesh, women’s employment rose by almost a third 
over the last two decades, to 38 percent in the 2019 index.53 
Manufacturing became more important, while employment 
in agriculture shrank.54 However, the Rana Plaza garment 
factory collapse in 2013, which killed more than a thousand 
workers, and declining garment exports have reportedly 
shifted women into lower productivity activities; more than 
85 percent of working women are in the informal sector.55

For the 10 countries ranked lowest on women’s employ-
ment, the picture is one of continuing sluggishness on wom-
en’s economic opportunities. Eight of the ten worst perform-
ing countries are in the Middle East and North Africa. Low 
and stagnant rates of female employment have been linked 

FIGURE 2.2 Women’s financial inclusion differs widely across and within regions
Percent of women with financial account
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FIGURE 2.3 In most regions, cellphone use is high and rising, but gender gaps remain, especially in 
lagging regions
Percent of women using a cellphone
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FIGURE 2.4 Large differences across regions and countries in women’s paid employment
Percent of women employed
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to a lack of financial services for women and to discrimina-
tory gender norms and laws.56 About half the men in Iraq and 
Egypt believe that it is unacceptable for women to work.

This pattern of low and stagnant female employment in the 
Middle East and North Africa is a paradox, given rising lev-
els of educational attainment among women and girls in the 
region. A recent study suggests that diminished public sec-
tor employment opportunities have hurt women more than 
men.57 Women’s restricted economic opportunities stand in 
contrast to their aspirations: about 60 percent of women in 
Egypt and Jordan agreed with the statement in the World 

Values Survey that “Having a job is the best way for a woman 
to be an independent person.”58

The record of the two lowest ranked countries in the 
world on women’s employment, Yemen (5 percent) and Syria 
(12 percent), has deteriorated further over the past decade as 
conflict and humanitarian emergencies have escalated.

Fragile and conflict-affected countries tend to perform 
poorly across WPS Index indicators, and all of the bottom 
dozen are fragile countries. Of these, 2 are also among the 
top 10 refugee-hosting countries, while 6 are among the 
top 10 source countries for refugees.59 Box 2.1 reviews the 

BOX 2.1 Refugee women and the WPS Index

The global commitment to decent work and inclusive 

growth defined in Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 8 

has proved elusive for refugees in both stable and fragile set-

tings. In 2018, there were about 26 million refugees in the 

world, up by about half a million from 2017.1 Unlocking Ref-

ugee Women’s Potential: Closing Economic Gaps to Benefit All, a 

recent publication of the Georgetown Institute for Women 

Peace and Security and the International Rescue Commit-

tee, quantified the repercussions of this exclusion (Kabir 

and Klugman 2019b). Gender gaps in refugee pay and labor 

market participation were investigated in high refugee-host-

ing countries (Turkey, Uganda, Lebanon, Germany, and Jor-

dan), as well as the United States. Together these countries 

are home to almost 8 million refugees, or 40 percent of the 

world’s refugees.

Among refugee women, employment rates are highest 

in the United States (40 percent) and Uganda (37 percent) 

and lowest in Germany, Jordan, and Lebanon (6 percent 

in each country, compared with a range of 55–67 percent 

for host-country men reported by the International Labour 

Organization). There are also enormous variations in earn-

ings across countries and large gender gaps in earnings 

within countries. The gender pay gap is highest in Turkey, 

at roughly 94 cents per dollar between refugee women and 

host country men (where refugee women earn roughly 

80 cents an hour, compared with about 13 dollars for host 

country men). The gap is lower in the United States, where 

the pay gap is roughly 29 cents (Kabir and Klugman 2019b).

SDG 5 on gender equality calls for eliminating all forms 

of violence against women and girls. Evidence suggests that 

women in refugee settings are often at higher risk of inti-

mate partner violence. For example, refugee women living 

on the Thailand–Myanmar border with exposure to conflict 

are nearly six times more likely to report past-year intimate 

partner violence than women who have not experienced 

conflict (Falb et al. 2013). According to data for seven Cen-

tral and Eastern European and Central Asian countries 

(Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Moldova, Montenegro, 

North Macedonia, Serbia, and Ukraine), 26 percent of ref-

ugee or displaced women experienced intimate partner vio-

lence during their lifetime, compared with an average of 

23 percent of other women in those countries (OSCE 2019).

These findings, together with other revelations from the 

WPS Index on the status of women in fragile and conflict-

affected contexts, highlight the risks to refugee women of 

being excluded from progress toward the SDGs.

Yet refugee women and men are not being recognized 

and counted as a population at risk and are often invisible 

in global SDG reporting. The International Rescue Com-

mittee found that just 15 of the 46 countries that submitted 

Voluntary National Reviews in 2018 measuring SDG prog-

ress mentioned refugee groups. And among reviews that 

did mention this group, data were inconsistently reported. 

For four major refugee-hosting countries (Ethiopia, Jordan, 

Kenya, and Lebanon), SDG outcomes were rarely reported 

for refugees, nor was this group identified as a population 

specifically at risk of being left behind. Refugee groups are 

also routinely excluded from national data collection, such 

as household surveys (IRC 2019).

Shortcomings in data disaggregation by gender and for 

displaced people limit our ability to assess real progress for 

refugees and crisis-affected populations in achieving wom-

en’s inclusion, justice, and security, as well as the broader 

SDGs. Recent moves by the World Bank to include refu-

gees in household surveys and the new joint UN Refugee 

Agency–World Bank data center are welcome first steps in 

filling some of these gaps. Improved data would allow the 

WPS Index to track the impacts of conflict on displaced 

women and better inform the design of policy and program-

matic responses to meet their needs.

Note
1.	See Kabir and Klugman (2019b) for primary sources for each 

country. Total refugee estimates are from UNHCR (2019).
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implications of this reality for refugees, with a focus on wom-
en’s employment and the risk of intimate partner violence.

Women’s parliamentary representation largely stalls 
below parity
Since the 2017 WPS Index, the global average for wom-
en’s representation in national legislatures has risen, but 
only by a percentage point, to 21.5 percent.60 The net global 
change reflects both widespread gains and some losses across 
countries—women experienced gains of at least 10 percent 
in 43 national parliaments, while losses in representation 
exceeded 5 percent in 22 countries.

Women’s share of parliamentary seats recently rose by about 
3 percentage points in Latin America and the Caribbean and 
about 2 percentage points in the Developed Countries group. 
South Asia, Central and Eastern Europe and Central Asia, 
and East Asia and the Pacific also saw moderate gains on the 
order of about 1 percentage point. However, even in regions 
with overall gains, not all countries saw improvements of that 
magnitude, and some even lost ground. Since 2017, Angola, 
Germany, Iceland, and Slovenia have all experienced losses in 
women’s parliamentary representation exceeding 5 percent.

There was no overall gain in Sub-Saharan Africa or in 
the Fragile States group, and women’s parliamentary repre-
sentation declined in the Middle East and North Africa, from 
already low levels. It is thus notable that within the Frag-
ile States group, with women’s representation stuck around 
16 percent, representation increased in Djibouti and Chad. 
Contrarily, there were declines in Sudan and Papua New 
Guinea. Indeed, Papua New Guinea slid from 3 percent repre-
sentation of women to zero.

Women’s parliamentary representation is typically in 
the 11–20 percent range (figure 2.5). In only two countries 

ranked in the WPS Index—Bolivia and Rwanda61—have 
women achieved parity with men, highlighting that women’s 
role in policymaking remains limited across too much of the 
world.

It is nonetheless striking that a diverse set of countries 
achieved large gains in women’s parliamentary represen-
tation. Armenia more than doubled, from 10 to 24 percent; 
France rose from 26 to 37 percent; and Chile climbed from 
16 to 23 percent (figure 2.6). The gains were not always the 
result of electoral processes. In 2017, women’s representation 
in Qatar rose from zero to about 10 percent when the emir 
appointed four women to the Consultative Assembly.

Some electoral gains illustrate recent impacts of gender 
quotas. 62 Djibouti, a Fragile State, saw a 15 percentage point 
increase in women’s representation after a 25 percent quota 
for female representation was introduced in advance of the 
February 2018 election. Similarly, in Nepal, women’s share of 
seats rose from 30 percent to 34 percent when a new electoral 
code mandating women’s inclusion on candidate lists was 
implemented before the 2017 election.63 There are also cases 
where the implementation of existing quotas has improved. 
In Mexico’s July 2018 elections, women successfully pres-
sured political parties to meet quotas that had been set at 
40 percent, resulting in near-parity (48 percent) for women 
in both houses of parliament.64 In some countries—including 
the United States—record numbers of women ran for the 
national legislature, and an unprecedented number won.65

FIGURE 2.5 Most countries are stuck far below 
30 percent on women’s parliamentary 
representation

Source: Berman-Vaporis, Parker, and Wardley, November 2019. Used with 
permission by National Geographic. Copyright of NGP 2019.

FIGURE 2.6 A diverse set of countries have the 
largest recent gains in women’s parliamentary 
representation
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However, it’s not all good news. Women have lost signif-
icant political ground (at least 5 percent) in 22 countries, 
with the largest drops in (starting with the largest) Iceland, 
Angola, Slovenia, Germany, Honduras, Timor-Leste, and 
Algeria.

What accounts for these setbacks? Country factors are at 
play, but a few common themes emerge. In some countries, 
women’s loss of parliamentary seats has been associated with 
advances by right-wing parties, which tend to have lower 
rates of female leadership and representation.66 For example, 
as the right-wing Slovenian Democratic Party gained a plu-
rality of seats in the 2018 elections, the share of women fell 
from 28 percent to 20 percent.67 In Iceland, where women’s 
representation dropped from 48 to 38 percent, former speaker 
of the parliament Unnur Brá Konráðsdóttir attributed the loss 
to women’s low placement on tickets.68 Iceland now has its 
lowest representation of women in a decade.

Looking at women’s representation over the longer term 
does show an upward trend. Women’s representation has 
increased globally by almost a third since 2007, when women 
made up only 17 percent of national legislatures.

Yet the pace of change has been far too slow. United 
Nations Security Council Resolution 1325 commits to wom-
en’s political inclusion and to SDG target 5.5 to ensure wom-
en’s full and effective participation and equal opportunities 
for leadership at all levels of decision-making in political, eco-
nomic, and public life. On current trends, gaining only about 
0.6 percentage points annually since 2017, it will take at least 
52 years for the world to reach the goal of gender parity in 
national representation.

Justice

Moderate decline in legal discrimination
Since 2017, the global average for legal discrimination 
improved slightly. Legal discrimination declined in 118 coun-
tries but rose in 34 and stalled in 20. The upshot is that about 
2.7 billion women around the world are legally restricted from 
working in the same jobs as men, while 90 percent of coun-
tries have at least one law on the books that discriminates 
against women. Moreover, 113 countries do not mandate 
equal pay, and 94 do not require nondiscrimination in hiring.69

Among the 34 countries where legal equality deterio-
rated, the most marked regression was in Pakistan (ranked 
164 on the index), a country where, for example, domestic 
violence legislation does not protect unmarried partners or 
mandate equal pay for equal work.70 Other countries report-
ing reversals (in order of greatest change) include Bangla-
desh, Comoros, Yemen, and Mali. In Bangladesh, for exam-
ple, child marriage had been illegal until a 2017 law declared 
it permissible if it was in the “best interest” of the child.71 At 
the same time, Saudi Arabia retains its dubious status as the 
country with the most extensive legal discrimination against 
women, followed closely by Yemen, Sudan, the United Arab 
Emirates, and Syria.

The lowest measured levels of legal discrimination are in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, the United Kingdom, the Nether-
lands, and Slovenia. Developed countries have on average the 
most gender-equal laws, with 26 of 27 countries scoring bet-
ter than the global average (the exception is Singapore), and 6 
ranking in the top 10 globally. Latin America and the Carib-
bean falls close behind, with 18 of 25 countries performing at 
least as well as the global average.

The Middle East and North Africa has by far the worst 
record of any region on legal discrimination—with all 16 
countries ranking below the global mean.72 In the Gulf Coop-
eration Council countries, for example, divorce is a unilat-
erally male affair, and women are entitled to only half the 
inheritance allotted to men, while the court testimony of two 
women is equated to that of one man.73 Instances of regres-
sion include Bahrain’s recent directive that women must obey 
their husband and may leave the house only with their hus-
band’s permission.74

While Sub-Saharan Africa is the second worst regional 
performer on formal legal discrimination, 6 of the 11 coun-
tries with the greatest improvements since 2017 are in Sub-
Saharan Africa (in order of most improvement): Kenya, Libe-
ria, Eswatini, Angola, the Democratic Republic of the Congo, 
and Zambia.

Gaps remain between laws and practice in family law
Family law is a critical nexus of justice, inclusion, and security 
for women. The legal discrimination score in the WPS Index 
directly considers several aspects of family law: whether mar-
ried women are required to obey their husbands, whether 
they are permitted to manage assets, and whether they can 
initiate a divorce, as well as the existence of laws against 
domestic violence and laws mandating that employers offer 
paternity leave. In family law as in other legal spheres, how-
ever, laws and rights on paper may not be realized in practice. 
Drawing on the experience of the Women’s Learning Part-
nership, box 2.2 examines gaps between laws and practice in 
Brazil, India, and Iran and illustrates processes of reform and 
the differences that reforms have made on the ground.

Security

Fewer deaths overall from organized violence
In 2018, for the fourth consecutive year, the number of bat-
tle deaths declined, although the total numbers still greatly 
exceeded 2010 levels (figure 2.7).

This is a welcome reversal from the tripling of battle deaths 
during 2012–14 at the end of a historically peaceful decade. 
The 2012–14 upsurge was driven by increases in state-based 
conflict, in particular the establishment of the self-proclaimed 
Islamic State and its expansion beyond Iraq.75 Nonstate con-
flict also increased, with as many as two-thirds of the fatali-
ties in just two countries: Mexico and Syria.76

The recent decline in the number of battle deaths is due 
largely to subsiding state-based conflict. Several conflicts, 
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including those in Iraq and Syria, have de-escalated consid-
erably. In Syria, the total number of battle deaths more than 
halved, from 49,110 in 2016 to 19,740 in 2018.

De-escalation is driving the overall declines in measured 
organized violence rather than fewer conflicts. Indeed, the 
number of conflicts increased slightly, from 52 in 2017 to 54 
in 2018, the highest number on record. Moreover, the decline 
in death rates was not universal. In Yemen, fatalities almost 
doubled as the conflict intensified and external actors entered 
the arena.77

Nonstate conflict remains at a historically high level, 
accounting for almost 18,300 deaths in 2018, a level almost as 
high as in 2017. A preponderance of the fatalities from non-
state conflict occurred in Mexico and Syria.

One-sided violence is on the decline, in the number of both 
conflicts and fatalities. The Islamic State remains the group most 
heavily involved in one-sided violence, although fatalities have 
declined, reaching the lowest number in seven years in 2018.78

While the overall status of women remains low in the 
countries in the bottom dozen rankings on the WPS Index, 

there is some good news in that the number of battle deaths 
has been falling in most of the countries (figure 2.8). In the 
Democratic Republic of the Congo, the number of killings 
fell by half between 2017 and 2018, reflecting a substantial 
de-escalation of the conflict following a peace forum that 
included religious leaders, traditional chiefs, and politicians.

Still, there are important exceptions—Afghanistan, Mali, 
and Yemen—where the security situation has worsened in 
recent years. Organized violence has afflicted all countries in 
the bottom dozen on the WPS Index. Indeed, only 2 of the 
bottom 20 countries—Sierra Leone and Mauritania—did not 
experience organized violence during 2018. The bottom three 
countries alone—Yemen, Afghanistan, and Syria—accounted 
for two-thirds of all killings through organized violence.

The security dimension is important for a 
comprehensive picture of women’s well-being
The relationship between organized violence and a low rating 
on the WPS Index does not mean that the organized violence 
indicator dominates the index results. When the index is 

BOX 2.2 Understanding gaps between law and practice: Insights from family law in Brazil, 
India, and Iran

The examples of Brazil, India, and Iran demonstrate the 

importance of having family laws on the books but also 

reveal shortfalls in practice. Brazil exemplifies uneven jus-

tice in a relatively young democracy, India highlights the 

challenges of adverse norms, and Iran reflects the casualties 

of women’s rights under a theocratic regime.

Brazil’s transition from a military dictatorship to democ-

racy in the 1980s facilitated public discussion of gender 

inequality. Feminist campaigns led to a constitutional amend-

ment guaranteeing equal protection for all family members 

and committing the government to reducing domestic vio-

lence. The landmark Maria da Penha Law on Domestic and 

Family Violence of 2006 affirmed that domestic abuse is a 

violation of human rights and increased penalties for perpe-

trators. In 2015, Brazil ratified a law criminalizing femicide.

These reforms are reflected in Brazil’s relatively good 

legal discrimination score, which is almost one-third above 

the global average. However, the gap between Brazil’s rank 

on legal discrimination (58) and its overall rank on the WPS 

Index (98) suggests that while legal protection is an impor-

tant part of the gender equality architecture, a broader set of 

factors shape women’s well-being. Nearly three-quarters of 

Brazilian women report feeling unsafe when walking alone 

at night. Estimates indicate that only a quarter of domestic 

violence survivors reach out to authorities—given under-

staffed and undertrained police who reportedly often dis-

miss such cases or require women to recount their stories in 

open reception areas with no privacy (Human Rights Watch 

2017).

By way of contrast, legal discrimination is more perva-

sive in India, even if the national constitution guarantees 

equality before the law and nondiscrimination on the basis 

of sex. The Protection of Women from Domestic Violence Act 

of 2006 increased sanctions against perpetrators, affirmed 

the protection of women within the family, and recognized 

gender-based violence as a public health issue. Still, about 

one in five women experienced intimate partner violence in 

the past year, and one in three report feeling unsafe when 

walking alone at night.

The 1979 Islamic Revolution crippled women’s rights 

in Iran by suspending the Family Protection Law, remov-

ing women’s rights to divorce, marriage, and child custody. 

Despite partial restorations of women’s rights—for example, 

during the Iran–Iraq war of the 1980s Ayatollah Khomeini 

granted widows some inheritance and child custody rights

—Iran still ranks among the bottom dozen countries on legal 

discrimination. Patriarchal attitudes compound legal injus-

tice, and adverse gender norms still shape behavior. Nearly 

two in five Iranian men believe that it is unacceptable for 

women to work outside the home, and 15 percent of women 

have experienced intimate partner violence in the past year.

Source: Mahnaz Afkhami, Women’s Learning Partnership, drawing on 
Afkhami, Ertürk, and Mayer (2019).
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re-estimated excluding organized violence, two-thirds of the 
countries change fewer than 10 places.

The 51 countries that change more than 10 places either 
have little or no organized violence and do relatively poorly 

on other indicators, or have high levels of organized violence 
and do relatively well on other indicators. Gabon, ranking 
124 on the index, is an example of the first group, with no 
organized violence; it slips to 151 when the index includes 
only the other indicators. Mexico is in the second group: it 
does much better when organized violence is removed from 
the calculations, improving in rank from 103 to 66. Mexico’s 
rank based on the full WPS Index appropriately reflects the 
devastating effects of pervasive violence on its people.

While many of the countries at the bottom of the WPS 
Index ranking are afflicted by extensive organized violence, 
they perform poorly on the index even when organized vio-
lence is excluded (table 2.2). Indeed, no country in the bot-
tom seven changes more than one spot, while in the bottom 
dozen, the biggest change is an improvement of 13 spots, for 
Libya.

This analysis emphasizes an important point: just as good 
things often go together so do bad things. In particular, orga-
nized violence has widespread repercussions for multiple 
aspects of women’s well-being. As empirical work reviewed 
in chapter 3 indicates, weak achievements in women’s inclu-
sion, justice, and other aspects of security can increase the 
likelihood of conflict.

Correlations across indicators in the security dimension 
are also revealing. While community safety is not correlated 
with organized violence, intimate partner violence is strongly 
correlated with it. There is also a strong correlation between 
lack of community safety and intimate partner violence, as 
discussed in chapter 3.

FIGURE 2.7 Total battle deaths have declined 
globally since the 2012–14 peak
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FIGURE 2.8 A mixed picture of trends in organized violence in the bottom dozen countries on the 
WPS Index
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The way organized violence undermines Mexico’s 
achievements in women’s inclusion and justice underlines 
why the security dimension is vital for a comprehensive 
picture of women’s well-being. To further illustrate this 
point, we recalculated the index for the inclusion and jus-
tice dimensions only, which is similar to the approach taken 

in most other global gender indices, which omit the security 
dimension.

Compare the cases of Venezuela and Singapore. If limited 
to the inclusion and justice dimensions, these two countries 
have similar rankings (47 and 43). However, the countries 
are very different on the security front. While Venezuela is 
embroiled in political crisis, Singapore has been free of orga-
nized violence. Fewer than one in five women in Venezuela 
report that they feel safe in their neighborhood, whereas 
nearly all women in Singapore do (94 percent). Rates of inti-
mate partner violence also differ starkly. While 12 percent 
of women in Venezuela report that they have been victims 
of intimate partner violence in the last 12 months, less than 
1 percent of women in Singapore report being victims, the 
lowest rate in the world.

Thus, the security dimension enables a much more com-
plete assessment of women’s well-being: on the full WPS 
Index, Singapore ranks 23 and Venezuela 84.

*      *      *
This chapter explored recent trends in the three dimensions 
of the WPS Index, showing overall advances on women’s 
inclusion, security, and peace. It concludes with a spotlight 
reflecting on the countries whose performance has changed 
the most since the 2017 index—the countries with the largest 
improvements, and  deteriorations,  in rank. The third and 
final chapter illuminates the connections among the compo-
nents of the index and the importance of policy coherence to 
the global priorities reflected in the SDGs. The chapter reveals 
several important ways in which women’s full and equal 
rights are central to women’s well-being and to peace and 
security worldwide.

TABLE 2.2 The position of most of the bottom 
dozen ranking countries changes little when 
organized violence is excluded from the index

Country
WPS Index 

rank

Change in rank 
when organized 

violence is 
excluded

Chad 156 0

Sudan 157 9

Libya 158 13

Mali 159 7

Central African Rep. 160 8

Dem. Rep. of Congo 161 0

Iraq 162 0

South Sudan 163 0

Pakistan 164 0

Syria 165 0

Afghanistan 166 –1

Yemen 167 1

Note: See statistical table 1 for data sources, detailed scores, and date ranges.
Source: Authors’ estimates.
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SPOTLIGHT 2.1 Countries with the biggest changes in rank since the first WPS Index

This spotlight identifies factors behind the biggest movers—

the countries with the largest improvements or deteriora-

tions in rank since the inaugural 2017 WPS Index. Fourteen 

countries rose or fell in the ranking because of large shifts 

in component indicators—five because of improvements in 

women’s financial inclusion that exceeded 10 percentage 

points. Several of the biggest upward movers were driven 

by improvements on just one or two indicators, highlighting 

that progress overall is uneven. It should also be noted that 

10 countries show large shifts in rank without any signifi-

cant change in underlying indicators, reflecting the relative 

nature of the rankings.

Largest rises

Israel rose 46 places since the first edition of the index in 

2017, to 34, driven mainly by improvements in the secu-

rity dimension. Organized violence dropped from almost 

7 per 100,000 recorded battle deaths to nearly zero, as 

violent clashes between the state and Fatah, which had 

spiked during the 2014 Gaza crisis, diminished. Women’s 

perception of improved community safety—rising from 

57 to 73 percent—could reflect increased levels of security 

(UNOCHA 2018a) as well as government responses to large 

demonstrations led by women demanding action against 

sexual harassment (Ingber 2018). However, Israel still per-

forms worse than the Developed Country group average on 

this front, underlining the need for further progress.

Since 2017, Rwanda gained 29 places, to 65—the 

third highest in Sub-Saharan Africa. The rise was driven 

by improvement in women’s financial inclusion, from 35 

to 45 percent, associated with state-led initiatives such as 

financial literacy training (OECD 2019h), as well as the pro-

motion activities of savings and credit cooperatives. With 

over 70 percent of Rwandan women working in agriculture, 

forestry, and fishing (Behnke 2019), cooperatives can open 

financial access to rural women who have traditionally been 

isolated from the mainstream economy. However, barriers to 

inclusion persist, including norms that favor male control of 

assets and income (OECD 2019h).

Moldova climbed 23 places on the index, to 64. That 

rise can also be traced to improvements in women’s finan-

cial inclusion, which more than doubled, from 19 to 45 per-

cent, and to significant reductions in legal discrimination. 

The gains in financial inclusion may reflect new entrepre-

neurship programs in which women-owned businesses in 

several industries have reportedly outperformed those run 

by men (World Bank 2017c). Law 71 in 2016 established a 

Gender Equality Coordination Group, expanded the respon-

sibilities of local authorities to protect against gender-based 

violence, and introduced paid paternity leave (UN Women 

2016b), while legal amendments redefined violence to 

include stalking (OECD 2019g). In 2018, Moldova commit-

ted to a National Human Rights Action Plan, pledging to fol-

low international standards in promoting gender equality 

and combatting domestic violence (Committee on the Elim-

ination of Discrimination against Women 2018a). Yet the 

Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 

reports that gender stereotypes still confine many women to 

work in household occupations (OECD 2019g).

Since the first edition of the index, Turkmenistan has 

risen 20 places in the global ranking, now at 60, driven 

mainly by financial inclusion, which soared from a very low 

base (less than 1 percent) to almost 36 percent. The over-

all gains are consistent with recent policy commitments 

and legal reforms, including constitutional amendments 

in 2016 that protect against gender-based employment dis-

crimination and ensure equal access to employment benefits 

(Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against 

Women 2018b). The government has committed to interna-

tional standards in its National Human Rights Action Plan 

and the National Action Plan on Gender Equality (OECD 

2019i). In 2017, national policies integrated the Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs), along with metrics on wom-

en’s financial inclusion and employment (OHCHR 2018a). 

However, gaps remain, including the absence of legal pro-

tection against domestic violence and sexual harassment. 

Moreover, Turkmenistan’s overall performance on the WPS 

Index remains below the regional average due to patriarchal 

norms and policies, including travel restrictions and limita-

tions on women’s night and overtime work (Committee on 

the Elimination and Discrimination against Women 2018b).

Armenia climbed 18 places, to 82, also driven mainly 

by women’s financial inclusion, which improved from 15 to 

41 percent, and parliamentary representation, which more 

than doubled from 10 to 24 percent. Financial literacy pro-

grams for women were introduced in rural areas, and gen-

der quotas of 25 percent were implemented in 2016, rising 

to 30 percent for future election cycles. However, while the 

constitution guarantees equal rights for men and women, 

including in access to credit and property, there is no legis-

lation prohibiting gender-based discrimination by creditors. 

Financial power is often entrusted to the “head of the house-

hold,” which is almost always a man due to deeply rooted 

norms, and women are frequently identified as “wives” of 

workers and farmers rather than as property owners in their 

own right (Alliance for Financial Inclusion 2017).

Malaysia gained 18 places on the WPS Index, to 73, 

driven primarily by improvements in security, specifically 

community safety, which rose from 31 to 46 percent. Recent 

(continued)
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reforms to Malaysia’s 1994 Domestic Violence Act expanded 

the definition of assault, created access to emergency protec-

tive orders, and increased protection for survivors of abuse. 

The government also promised to address the threat of 

stalking (Women’s Aid Organization 2017). Still, fewer than 

half of women feel safe walking alone at night, and other 

challenges include the absence of laws protecting against 

sexual assault in public spaces (OECD 2019f) and reported 

“moral policing” of women’s dress code outside the home 

(Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against 

Women 2018c).

Benin climbed 14 places, to 116, as women’s finan-

cial inclusion improved from 14 to 29 percent. Benin’s 

2009 National Policy on the Promotion of Gender pledged 

to strengthen women’s access to credit through training 

and other programs (OECD 2019b), while CARE and other 

nongovernmental organizations have been working to 

strengthen women’s financial inclusion (CARE 2018). The 

Miguéze! initiative of the National Association of Women 

Farmers of Benin for empowering women farmers has 

reportedly trained more than 5,000 women since 2016 on 

how to increase their financial autonomy (UN Women 2018).

Latvia rose 13 places and now stands just outside the 

top 20. This boost was steered mainly by legal reforms and 

recent amendments to the criminal code that broadened 

definitions of domestic violence and included psychological 

abuse. Latvia also launched the 2018–20 Plan for Safeguard-

ing Women’s and Men’s Equal Opportunities and Rights 

(Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against 

Women 2019). Yet gaps remain. For example, while Latvian 

law criminalizes marital rape, at least as of 2016 no cases 

had been prosecuted (OECD 2019e).

China gained 11 places, to 76, due mainly to changes in 

the security and inclusion dimensions. Specifically, com-

munity safety rose from 73 to 82 percent, and some legal 

reforms advanced women’s rights. In 2016, China ratified 

its first national law on domestic violence, which called for 

the construction of 12,000 complaint stations where women 

can report assaults (OECD 2019c). Grassroots activities have 

also had an impact. Since 2017, China’s #MeToo movement 

has increased awareness of violence against women and 

pressured authorities to address it (Amnesty International 

2017). However, there is no law against sexual harassment 

in public spaces, and China’s culture of victim blaming 

severely restricts women’s access to justice (OECD 2019c). 

(See spotlight 1.1 after chapter 1 for an analysis of China’s 

performance at the subnational level.)

Estonia climbed 11 places, to 12 on the index. The most 

notable improvements have been in community safety, up 

from 56 to 67 percent, and significant reductions in legal 

discrimination. This progress may be traced to recent gov-

ernment actions to increase the security of women, such as 

the 2017 ratification of the Council of Europe Convention 

on Preventing and Combating Violence against Women and 

Domestic Violence (OECD 2019d), the 2015–20 Strategy for 

Preventing Violence (Committee on the Elimination of Dis-

crimination against Women 2018d), and legislation expand-

ing women’s access to restraining orders (Narits, Kaugia, 

and Pettai 2016).

Largest drops

Myanmar plunged 31 places since the first edition of the 

WPS Index. Its rank of 150 reflects, among other things, 

the worst rate of organized violence in the region. Military 

violence against Rohingya Muslims in Rakhine State has 

caused enormous suffering and led to massive displacement 

(Myanmar Humanitarian Country Team 2018). There have 

been systemic, ongoing oppression and gross human rights 

violations against Rohingya, including harassment, extor-

tion, and sexual violence (UNHRC 2018). Performance on 

the inclusion and justice fronts is mixed. The militarization 

that has characterized Myanmar since the 1960s has per-

petuated a patriarchal political system and discriminatory 

gender norms (Ho 2017). While Aung San Suu Kyi is the 

state counsellor, only one in eight members of parliament 

are women (Minoletti 2016). Myanmar has 35 discrimina-

tory laws against women. The 2008 constitution guarantees 

equal rights and protection before the law, but it also focuses 

on women’s role as caretaker and child-bearer (Asian Devel-

opment Bank et al. 2016), while fewer than half (48.5 per-

cent) of women are employed.

Nicaragua slid 30 places on the index, to 88. This dete-

rioration was driven by women’s worsening community 

safety, which declined from 49 to 39 percent, and may be 

associated with rising political unrest (Labrador 2018). In 

April 2018, the government cracked down on antigovern-

ment protests of a presidential decision to cut social security 

benefits, killing hundreds of protestors and injuring thou-

sands more (Human Rights Watch 2018).

Mexico fell 27 places, to 103. Mexico reports a decline in 

women’s financial inclusion, from 39 to 33 percent. At the 

same time, recent survey data find that many rural recipi-

ents of government cash transfers are not aware that they 

have access to a full-service bank account (Ibarrarán et al. 

2017). Gender stereotypes further restrict women’s eco-

nomic opportunities, as revealed in the large gender gap 

in employment: 84 percent of men work compared with 

46 percent of women. Most (59 percent) Mexican women in 

paid work are in the informal sector (ILO 2018).

SPOTLIGHT 2.1 Countries with the biggest changes in rank since the first WPS Index (continued)

(continued)
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Lao PDR slipped 24 places, to 78. The share of women 

who feel safe walking in their neighborhood at night fell 

from 70 to 51 percent. Lao PDR reports the third lowest rate 

of intimate partner violence in the region (6 percent), yet 

nearly three in five women agree that violence is justified 

if women do not adhere to cultural norms, and only one in 

five women who experience abuse report it to local author-

ities (National Commission for the Advancement of Women 

2015). Although 82 percent of Laotian women are employed, 

nearly all (96 percent) work in the informal sector, often for 

low pay and in insecure conditions (National Commission 

for the Advancement of Women 2015). One positive note 

is rising rates of financial inclusion. Almost 32 percent of 

women have access to a bank account or mobile money plat-

form, up from 26 percent in the first edition of the index.

Ten countries experienced large movements in their 

global ranking without any significant change in underlying 

indicators, reflecting that the rankings are by definition rel-

ative. Among the top upward movers, Argentina, now at 

48, did not achieve major gains on any of the underlying 

indicators.

Several countries whose global ranking slipped consider-

ably—Haiti, Tunisia, Philippines, and Tajikistan—had 

no absolute declines in achievements but were overtaken by 

“neighboring” countries in the rankings whose performance 

on one or more indicators improved.

Uzbekistan and Saudi Arabia dropped a considerable 

distance in the global rankings due to a worsening on the 

security front—community safety in Uzbekistan and orga-

nized violence in Saudi Arabia—and being overtaken on 

other indicators. And some countries near the bottom of the 

rankings have fallen further because the 14 new countries 

entered the ranking above them. For example, Afghani-

stan ranks at 166, which is 14 places lower than last year. 

Syria (at 165) and Yemen (167) were similarly displaced. 

The rank losses should nonetheless increase pressure on 

countries to renew efforts to meet the SDGs and the Women, 

Peace and Security agenda.

SPOTLIGHT 2.1 Countries with the biggest changes in rank since the first WPS Index (continued)
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CHAPTER 3

How the WPS Index matters

This chapter illustrates how the WPS Index matters by 
examining some key links between the index and its 

components and by viewing countries’ performance against 
several key global priorities laid out in the 2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development (figure 3.1).

The analysis underlines the importance of interconnec-
tions and policy coherence. Their relevance is highlighted 
in SDG 17 on revitalizing global partnerships for sustainable 
development and the December 2018 G20 declaration on 
Building Consensus for Fair and Sustainable Development, 
which focuses on investments to close the gender gap and 
strengthen institutions for gender equality.

While statistical correlation does not prove causation, the 
analytical results reported here suggest important relation-
ships that should inform policymaking and development 
priorities. For example, as revealed below, higher levels of 
gender inequality in education, financial inclusion, and 
employment, as well as higher levels of intimate partner vio-
lence and adolescent fertility, are significantly correlated with 
greater risks of violent conflict.

Box 3.1 sets the scene by outlining what peace looks like 
from the grassroots in three diverse countries—Colombia, 
South Sudan, and Ukraine—illuminating how the WPS 
Index matters to local women leaders and to those on the 
front lines championing women’s rights and gender equality.

FIGURE 3.1 How the WPS Index intersects with 
broader aspects of the SDGs
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BOX 3.1 A view of peace from the grassroots in Colombia, South Sudan, and Ukraine

The Global Network of Women Peacebuilders (GNWP) con-

ducted qualitative analyses to contextualize the WPS Index, 

to illustrate what peace looks like for the people affected, and 

to provide a voice to women peacebuilders. GNWP has a long 

track record of working to advance the Women, Peace and 

Security agenda—internationally, regionally, nationally, and 

locally—and has programs under way in 26 countries.

GNWP’s work with local women’s rights organizations in 

Colombia, South Sudan, and Ukraine, as well as in-depth 

interviews with local women leaders and related qualitative 

research, shows that women’s inclusion in peace and secu-

rity processes remains limited. Where it occurs, it is hard 

won and requires sustained advocacy from women activists 

and civil society.

In Colombia, women’s groups participated in negotia-

tions that led to the 2016 peace agreement between the gov-

ernment and the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia–

People’s Army (FARC), ending half a century of civil 

conflict. While the peace deal included strong gender and 

women’s rights provisions, obstacles to women’s sustained 

participation in implementation include economic con-

straints and heavy demands on women’s time as caretakers 

and breadwinners of their household.

Women in South Sudan were also crucial to the negoti-

ation and adoption of a 2018 peace agreement between the 

warring parties and are at the forefront of its implementa-

tion. However, women’s participation required struggle. As 

Hon. Elizabeth Ogwaro, a member of South Sudan’s parlia-

ment and a leader of the National Dialogue Steering Commit-

tee, emphasized: “Women fought their way into the process. 

There were no institutions where women were adequately 

represented, or effective platforms for their inclusion.”

In Ukraine, women were at the forefront of the Revolution 

of Dignity of 2014—the public protests against corruption and 

human rights violations by the government—which began in 

Kyiv in 2013 and led to the ousting of President Yanukovych. 

However, men continue to dominate the official peace talks 

with Russia, although some women members of parliament 

have participated. As Maria Dymtrieva, a women’s rights activ-

ist at the Democracy Development Center, pointed out, women 

often fail to seek redress when their rights are violated because 

they do not believe that the system will take their side.

What has peace looked like for women? GNWP 

found a strong focus on each of the dimensions captured by 

the WPS Index, with some variation across contexts.

GNWP fieldwork suggests that legal discrimination and 

discriminatory norms are closely linked. In all three coun-

tries, even when progressive nondiscriminatory laws exist, 

enforcement is hampered by discriminatory norms. For 

example, in Colombia, implementation of the peace agree-

ment, particularly its progressive gender focus, has been 

slow. Only about half the gender provisions have been put in 

place. In Ukraine, the advent and proliferation of “anti-gen-

der” movements, supported by the influential Council of 

Churches, have constrained government actions to address 

gender-based violence and inequality. The anti-gender move-

ments have even campaigned to remove the term gender from 

national legislation, rejecting its definition as the socially 

constructed roles, behaviors, activities, and attributes that 

society considers appropriate for men and women, which has 

been widely endorsed by the global community.

In Colombia, women in rural areas continue to face high 

levels of insecurity, with drug trafficking and illegal mining 

leading to targeted killings and extortion. As explained by 

Francy Jaramillo, a women’s rights activist based in Cauca 

Department, one of the areas worst affected by FARC violence, 

“in some ways, people preferred it when the FARC was here.”

One group that faces high levels of insecurity in all three 

countries is women human rights defenders. In Colombia, 

for example, attacks on women human rights activists have 

worsened, and these attacks are an obstacle to full imple-

mentation of the peace agreement. According to Michel 

Forst, the Special Rapporteur on the Situation of Human 

Rights Defenders, “human rights defenders in Colombia are 

operating in a coercive and unsafe environment” (OHCHR 

2018b). Women human rights activists also face increasing 

threats in Ukraine, where activist Katerina Gandzyuk was 

murdered in July 2018.

The different forms of violence that woman face are 

interlinked. Organized violence and armed conflict can 

exacerbate violence in the home. In Colombia, where violence 

against women has been normalized, women’s testimony 

against their attacker is not considered legitimate. As Francy 

Jaramillo explains, “a man is more likely to go on trial for 

stealing a chicken than raping a girl.”

In South Sudan, sexual violence is one of the major forms 

of violence perpetrated against women. Rape has been used 

as a weapon of war and an instrument of terror. According 

to Hon. Betty Ogwaro, a member of the South Sudan parlia-

ment, “no woman feels safe in South Sudan.” The conflict 

has created a grave situation of vulnerability and insecurity 

for women and girls. Severe poverty has further reinforced 

such patriarchal customs as dowry payments (bride price) 

and forced and child marriages.

There is anecdotal evidence that intimate partner vio-

lence has increased in Ukraine following the return of vet-

erans suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder and not 

receiving psychosocial support. Conditions have been exac-

erbated by the continuing strength of harmful notions of 

masculinity. Maria Dmytriyeva, a woman’s rights advocate, 

declares bluntly: “The key reason for intimate partner vio-

lence in Ukraine is the idea that women deserve it.”

Source: Drawn from Cabrera-Balleza et al. 2019.
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To violence against women

Links between intimate partner violence and other 
measures of women’s security
The international community has formally recognized the 
imperative to prevent and respond to intimate partner vio-
lence as part of the global development agenda and under 
international law.

A growing empirical literature is investigating the factors 
underlying intimate partner violence, focusing on the indi-
vidual and household levels. Fewer studies have looked at fac-
tors at the community and national levels.79

To address this gap, analysis by Jeni Klugman and Li Li 
reveals how macro-level factors—including economic indica-
tors such as female labor force participation, legal and institu-
tional strength, norms and attitudes, and the level of national 
development—interact with national domestic violence legis-
lation to affect the prevalence of intimate partner violence.80 
An important finding is that women’s overall well-being—as 
captured in the WPS Index—matters over and above a coun-
try’s laws and its level of economic development.

These findings are consistent with the literature showing 
that measures of women’s well-being captured by the WPS 

Index are more significant than national income in affecting 
violence against women.81 Afghanistan, Iraq, South Sudan, 
and Timor-Leste all have high current rates of intimate part-
ner violence that are well above 40 percent and that exceed 
the average rates for their region. With the exception of 
Timor-Leste, these countries are also among the worst per-
forming (bottom six) on the WPS Index. The results suggest 
that measures focused on women’s well-being and status 
within society can reduce women’s risk of intimate partner 
violence.

There are also strong correlations between intimate part-
ner violence and both community safety (figure 3.2a) and 
organized violence (figure 3.2b). This relationship corrobo-
rates Gudrun Østby’s finding that organized violence tends to 
aggravate domestic sexual violence.82

Links between conflict-related sexual violence and the 
WPS Index
Conflict-related sexual violence83 has devastating effects on 
victims and their families, eroding the fabric of entire com-
munities and undermining peace and security. Beyond the 
horrific repercussions for the victims, conflict-related sexual 
violence can jeopardize prospects for peace and recovery.84

FIGURE 3.2 Women living in countries where they feel unsafe in their community or where levels of 
organized violence are high are more likely to experience violence at home

a. Women who feel unsafe in their community are also 
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Over the decade since the establishment of the Office of 
the Special Representative of the Secretary-General on Sex-
ual Violence in Conflict, there has been increased recognition 
of this scourge, its impact on international peace and security, 
the actions required to prevent such crimes, and the multi-
dimensional services needed by survivors. UN Security Coun-
cil Resolution 2467 of April 2019 seeks to redress impunity 
for perpetrators and allows sanctions against parties that fail 
to hold perpetrators to account. The resolution calls for safe-
guarding victims and survivors through legal channels and 
livelihood support, although it falls short of providing support 
for sexual and reproductive health.85

Despite this international recognition, sexual violence 
continues to plague conflicts from the Democratic Republic of 
the Congo to Myanmar. Such attacks have proliferated among 
extremist groups, including Boko Haram in Nigeria and the 
self-proclaimed Islamic State in Iraq and Syria. Sexual vio-
lence has also tarnished the operations of peacekeepers 
charged with protecting civilians.

It has long been recognized that the violence and break-
down in law and order associated with conflict, compounded 
by militarized masculinity and the entrenched acceptance 
and normalization of violence, can intensify sexual violence 
against women.86 Men and boys, too, are victims of conflict-
related sexual violence and face such stigmas as perceived 
emasculation.87

While sexual violence in conflict is being addressed by 
strengthening security and justice institutions, the UN Sec-
retary-General has emphasized that gender inequality is the 
root cause and driver of sexual violence, in both war and 
peace. However since research to date has not yet demon-
strated this link, investigating the relation between national 
performance on the WPS Index and recorded rates of sexual 
violence can cast important light. Our expectation was that 
countries that perform poorly on the WPS Index are more 
likely to have higher rates of sexual violence.

Intimidation and stigmatization of survivors, as well as 
restrictions on access for United Nations staff, make it diffi-
cult to ascertain the exact prevalence of conflict-related sex-
ual violence. Here we draw on the Sexual Violence in Armed 
Conflict (SVAC) dataset covering sexual violence by all actors 
involved in conflicts over 1989–2015, including the interim 
between conflict-years and post-conflict years.88 The SVAC 
dataset tracks reports of specific actors involved in the con-
flict who commit acts of sexual violence, coding prevalence as 
none, isolated, numerous, or massive.89

We analyze the connection between countries’ prevalence 
of conflict-related sexual violence and the WPS Index by 
aggregating the SVAC dataset for 2012–15 for countries that 
experienced country years of active conflict, interim conflict, 
or post-conflict during the period.90

Among countries with recorded conflict, conflict-related 
sexual violence is reported in almost 7 of 10 (69 percent) 
countries in the bottom third of the WPS Index but also in 
about 1 in 4 (26 percent) countries in the top third. Simple 

logit analysis of whether any sexual violence was reported 
shows a significant association, indicating that countries with 
lower WPS Index scores are much more likely to spawn sex-
ual violence during and in the aftermath of armed conflict, 
and vice versa. The effect is clearer for higher than for lower 
rates of prevalence of sexual violence during and following 
conflict.91

Our results reveal the broad-based importance of improv-
ing women’s inclusion, justice, and security alongside 
stepped-up measures to address the impunity of perpetrators 
of sexual violence so that accountability and justice become 
the norm.

Links between political violence targeting women and 
the WPS Index
While intimate partner violence and conflict-related sexual 
violence are grave threats, women also face other types of 
violence, including political violence.

Women’s heightened exposure to political violence is 
increasingly being recognized.92 Over 600 episodes of political 
violence targeting women were documented in 2018 across 
the Middle East and North Africa, South and Southeast Asia, 
Sub-Saharan Africa, and parts of Central and Eastern Europe 
and Central Asia. Cases range from attacks against female 
political candidates in Zimbabwe to hate crimes against Dalit 
women at the hands of violent mobs in India, abductions of 
women and girls by Islamist militias in Syria, and rapes of 
civilian women by the Myanmar military.

As these examples show, political violence takes many 
forms beyond sexual violence, including mob violence, 
abductions, and forced disappearances.93 It can occur during 
war-time but is not limited to such contexts. “Political” is 
understood broadly to include everything within the public, 
political sphere. Women in all walks of life can be targets, 
not just the human rights defenders and activists commonly 
thought of as political actors—though those women are prime 
targets. Women engaging in a demonstration, or voting, or 
singled out for their own or their family’s political affiliations 
can also be targets. And political violence can be perpetrated 
not only by state forces but also by rebel groups and militias, 
mobs, and anonymous groups doing the bidding of others.

New data from the Armed Conflict Location & Event Data 
Project (ACLED)—in partnership with the Robert Strauss 
Center for International Security and Law at The University 
of Texas at Austin—capture this wider subset of violence in 
the public, political sphere.94 Updated weekly to allow for 
current assessment of threats, the ACLED event-based data-
set provides information on the date and location of a vio-
lent event, type of violence, perpetrator, identity of the victim 
(ethnicity, political affiliation), and any associated fatalities.

We analyze the connection between the national prev-
alence of political violence targeting women (reported by 
ACLED) and the 2019 WPS Index scores (figure 3.3). Coun-
tries with higher WPS Index scores report lower rates of polit-
ical violence targeting women. Interestingly, this relationship 
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is stronger than that between income per capita and levels of 
political violence targeting women.95

Behind these aggregates for political violence are some 
regional patterns in how women are targeted and by what 
types of perpetrators.96 For example, in Africa, sexual vio-
lence is the main type of political violence targeting women, 
whereas in the Middle East and North Africa nonsexual 
attacks are the primary type, and in South Asia mob violence 
accounts for a third of political violence targeting women. 
The groups that perpetrate this violence also vary. In Sub-
Saharan Africa political militias are responsible for most 
political violence targeting women, while in the Middle East 
and North Africa state forces are responsible for the bulk of 
such political violence, and in South Asia mobs are the pri-
mary assaulters.

Demands to prevent political violence and ensure account-
ability for the perpetrators are moving to the top of the global 
agenda.97 Our results underline that these efforts should 
accompany more comprehensive attempts to advance wom-
en’s inclusion, justice, and security.

To harmful notions of masculinity and gender 
equality
The global gender equality agenda increasingly recognizes 
the importance of engaging men and boys to transform 

harmful gender norms, enact progressive laws and policies, 
and achieve universal human rights and well-being. Gender 
equality is manifested across multiple life domains, mak-
ing it difficult to measure and to adequately compare across 
countries. The WPS Index recognizes this multidimensional 
nature of gender equality and the complex interplay between 
formal, legal discrimination and uncodified but equally pow-
erful inequitable norms—often linked to harmful notions of 
masculinity and power—that shape people’s lives.

The WPS Index is a powerful tool for tracking progress 
toward gender equality. Many of the findings in this report 
are aligned with research on harmful notions of masculin-
ity and gender equality: progress is happening, but it is slow 
and uneven; violence in the home is inextricably linked to 
violence outside the home; and gender equality matters to a 
wide range of development goals and outcomes and can be 
deliberately strengthened.98

Chapter 1 highlighted the good news that the world is 
moving in the direction of equality, with more than a third of 
countries included in the index making significant progress, 
and only one country, Yemen, scoring significantly worse 
than in 2017. Yet progress is too slow, and women’s stagnating 
employment rates are an important barrier. Women’s weak 
participation in paid employment is driven in large part by 
gender inequality in responsibility for unpaid care, another 
area where progress has been far too slow.

As described in the most recent State of the World’s Fathers 
report, 606 million women of working age around the world 
reported in 2018 that they were unable to take on paid work 
because of unpaid care responsibilities.99 And in countries 
where women do twice as much unpaid care work as men, 
their earnings average less than two-thirds those of men.100

Systematic data on unpaid care is available for too few 
countries to be explicitly included in the WPS Index, but the 
links are clear. Our own analysis across 55 countries included 
in both the WPS Index and the 2019 Social Institutions and 
Gender Index on the female to male ratio of unpaid domes-
tic, care, and volunteer work finds that three-quarters of the 
top (more equitable) 15 countries and more than half of the 
bottom 15 countries overlap between the two indices. There 
is a clear association between the extent of women’s unpaid 
work and poor performance on the WPS Index (figure 3.4).101 
Countries that have a more equitable distribution of unpaid 
work between men and women tend to rank high on the 
WPS Index, while countries with the least equitable distribu-
tions tend to rank low.

These links between progress on equality, women’s 
employment, and unpaid care, enshrined in SDG target 5.4, 
reinforce the need for greater exertion on multiple levels—
policy reform, norm change, economic and physical secu-
rity, and individual and family actions—to meet global 
commitments.

These macro, country-level results on the links between 
different forms of violence—including an association between 
rates of intimate partner violence and organized violence and 

FIGURE 3.3 Political violence targeting women 
and WPS Index scores are strongly correlated
Number of events of political violence targeting women, 2018
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between the WPS Index overall and conflict-related sexual 
violence—echo findings from population-based surveys and 
other research. For example, the International Men and Gen-
der Equality Survey (IMAGES) in Brazil, Democratic Repub-
lic of the Congo, Mozambique, and Gaza and the West Bank 
shows that men with greater exposure to conflict-related or 
urban violence suffered more mental health and substance 
abuse disorders and are more likely to have perpetrated vio-
lence against their partners.102 Moreover, IMAGES and other 
studies around the world find a strong association between 
exposure to violence in the home in childhood and the per-
petration (for men) and experience (for women) of intimate 
partner violence.103

The WPS Index analysis reaffirms that gender inequality 
and the harmful masculine norms that contribute to it are 
at the root of various forms of violence.104 Taken together, 
these connections bolster the SDG target 16.1 call to eradicate 
the root causes of violence in all of its manifestations. Doing 
this requires gender transformative approaches to violence 
prevention measures that can change social norms related to 
gender and address cycles of violence and trauma.

Finally, while not specifically investigated in this report, 
other research shows that gender equality also has important 
benefits for men—when women do better, so do men. And 
most important, we know that addressing gender inequality 

is feasible with deliberate and sustained commitment and 
attention. Tools like the WPS Index and rankings can spur 
advocacy and action toward this goal.

To key health outcomes for women and children
New analyses reveal that the WPS Index is associated with 
a range of key health and development outcomes related to 
equality for women and youth, including fewer maternal 
and infant deaths, lower levels of youth (specifically women) 
not in employment or training, and lower adolescent fertil-
ity. We examined whether national performance on the WPS 
Index is associated with two key health outcomes—maternal 
and infant mortality. There have been major reductions in 
maternal mortality in recent decades, but more than 300,000 
women still die every year from complications related to preg-
nancy and childbirth, the vast majority in developing coun-
tries.105 Likewise, infant mortality has been on the decline, 
but in 2016 around 4.2 million infants died before their first 
birthday.106

Research suggests that maternal and infant mortality are 
affected by many common factors, including national income 
and poverty levels, government health spending, and access 
to clean water and improved sanitation facilities.107 The WPS 
Index enables us to assess the extent to which women’s sta-
tus (for example, whether women attain political power and 
whether discrimination against women is legal) and well-
being (such as whether women are safe from partner and 
societal violence) also matters to maternal mortality and 
infant mortality rates.108

Multivariate analysis (controlling for national income) 
for 131 countries with data on maternal and infant mortal-
ity found that the WPS Index and the inclusion and security 
subindices are significantly and negatively associated with 
maternal and infant mortality rates. Specifically, a 1 percent-
age point (.01) increase in the WPS Index is associated with 
a 2 percent reduction in the number of maternal deaths and 
a 2.3 percent reduction in the number of infant deaths. The 
WPS inclusion subindex is especially significant for maternal 
and infant mortality. Our finding that the influence (effect 
size) of income per capita declines when the WPS Index is 
included in the analysis highlights the importance of the 
index, alongside income, in explaining variations in maternal 
and infant mortality outcomes.

Again, these results emphasize how a comprehensive 
approach to women’s empowerment and well-being is likely to 
produce significant gains, in this case in key health outcomes 
that remain a challenge across many developing countries.

To prospects for youth
The situation of youth is central to the prospects of both 
development and international peace and security. The youth 
population of the world (those ages 15–29)109 is approaching 
2 billion. Some 9 of 10 youth live in developing countries, 
and nearly 140 million live in fragile or conflict-affected 
countries.

FIGURE 3.4 High-ranking countries on the WPS 
Index tend to have a more equitable distribution 
of unpaid work between men and women
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In 2015, United Nations Security Council Resolution 2250 
formalized the global community’s commitment to strength-
ening the role of youth in peace and security. The resolution 
has clear parallels with Resolution 1325, promulgated 15 years 
earlier. Underpinning both resolutions is the commitment to 
promote the inclusion of historically excluded groups—youth 
and women—in security and peacebuilding initiatives.

A comparison of the WPS Index and indicators of youth 
well-being finds that the association is particularly strong for 
two key indicators of youth well-being that are part of the 
SDGs: rates of youth not in education, employment, or train-
ing, and adolescent fertility. Better outcomes for women on 
the WPS Index are associated with better outcomes for youth 
on the two indicators, and vice versa. The patterns of associ-
ation are striking and reveal promising synergies. Countries 
that do well on the dimensions of women, peace, and security 
assessed by the WPS Index tend to do well on these two mea-
sures of youth status. This suggests scope for greater collabo-
ration to connect these important agendas.

Links between youth not in school or work and the WPS 
Index
Rising numbers of young men and women, especially in 
developing countries, are not in education, work, or training. 
These youth are of special concern because time out of the 
labor market and training diminishes their future prospects 
as well as their current well-being.110

Possibly contrary to expectations, many more young 
women than young men are not in school or the labor force. 
Globally, 30 percent of young women and 13 percent of young 
men were in this category in 2018, or more than one in five 
young people—some 175 million of them women.111

Across 128 countries, the association is strong between the 
WPS Index and overall rates for youth of being in school or 
in the labor force (figure 3.5). Norway and Iceland, for exam-
ple, do well on both fronts, whereas Afghanistan and Yemen 
perform badly on both. While there are some countries that 
do very poorly on youth out of education and work but not as 
poorly on the WPS Index, including Lao PDR and Trinidad 
and Tobago, overall, the pattern is clear: countries in which 
youth are engaged in the labor market or in education or 
training tend to perform better on the indicators of inclusion, 
justice, and security measured by the WPS Index.

Unsurprisingly, the correlation is even stronger (around 
.66) when just young women are considered. Countries that 
perform better on the inclusion of young women in employ-
ment, education, and training also tend to perform better 
overall on the WPS Index measures of women’s inclusion and 
well-being.

Links between adolescent fertility and the WPS Index
Adolescent fertility is an important indicator of the status and 
opportunities of young women. The risk of dying in preg-
nancy or childbirth for adolescent women is double that for 
women who begin childbearing in their 20s. Having children 

early in life also greatly diminishes the likelihood that a 
girl will advance in education and limits her prospects for 
employment and training.112

The correlation between adolescent fertility and the WPS 
Index is strong (figure 3.6). Countries in the top 25 percent of 
rankings on the WPS Index have low adolescent fertility rates 
(there are no countries in the bottom right quadrant of figure 
3.6, where WPS Index rankings and adolescent fertility rates 
would both be high). Norway and Iceland do well on both 
fronts, whereas countries including Mali and Niger do poorly 
on both.

To the risk of war
Violent conflict, as measured by the number of battle deaths, 
has declined globally since the end of the Cold War.113 How-
ever, as noted in chapter 1, Syria, Afghanistan, and Yemen 
are important exceptions, with violent conflict worsening or 
persisting at high levels in recent years.

While scholars have cited greed, grievance, and weak 
states as among the causes of violent conflict,114 growing 
evidence suggests that gender inequality may also be a key 
driver, in two ways. Gender inequality may enable harmful 
masculinized cultures to develop and thrive and may create 
conditions, such as son bias, that facilitate the recruitment 
of young men by armed actors.115 Valerie Hudson has shown 

FIGURE 3.5 Countries that do better on the WPS 
Index have more youth in school or work
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that the physical security of women is strongly associated 
with the relative peacefulness of states.116 A series of studies 
by Mary Caprioli examine how gender inequality is associ-
ated with violent conflict.117

The WPS Index cannot be used to predict conflict because 
organized violence is part of the measure. However, we can 
unbundle the indicators in the inclusion, justice, and security 
dimensions of the index and construct gender gap measures 
as proxies for socially constructed gender roles and associated 
power differentials. Analysis by Jeni Klugman and Mariana 
Volliaz explores how gender gaps in the indicators included 
in the WPS Index are associated with violent conflict, as cap-
tured by data on organized violence.118 The results, which 
cover 186 countries over 2000–14, are striking.

The analysis reveals significant associations between indi-
cators of gender equality and organized violence. For the 
inclusion dimension, a 1 percentage point narrowing of gen-
der gaps in education, financial inclusion, and employment 
was associated with significant effects on organized violence. 
Specifically, narrowing the education gap was associated 
with a 0.58 percent reduction in deaths from organized vio-
lence, narrowing the financial inclusion gap with a 0.37 per-
cent reduction, and narrowing the employment gap with a 
0.69 percent reduction. For the security dimension, a 1 per-
centage point increase in the share of women experiencing 

intimate partner violence in the preceding 12 months was 
associated with a 1.4 percent increase in organized violence.

A policy focus on gender inequality is critical for reasons 
both intrinsic (women’s human rights) and instrumental (the 
effect on other important goals, such as a reduction in orga-
nized violence). It also has the benefit of being actionable. 
Unlike other factors associated or potentially associated with 
war—such as mountainous terrain or a history of conflict
—we know that reducing gender inequality is feasible with 
deliberate and sustained attention.

As a spur to action
Finally, we touch on the broader question of how the WPS 
Index is being used to enhance awareness about women’s 
status—its importance and the links among women’s inclu-
sion, justice, and security—and to motivate action. Because 
the index is comprehensive and relies on internationally rec-
ognized and publicly available data, it provides a credible and 
compelling ranking of performance across the 167 countries 
now covered.

In the two years since the WPS Index was launched, it has 
already proved useful in multiple contexts in bringing legiti-
macy to discussions of women’s inclusion, justice, and secu-
rity at the subnational, national, and global levels. In 2018, 
lawyers in the United States from the Montgomery County, 
Maryland, Department of Health and Human Services sub-
mitted the WPS Index to support their case under a provi-
sion known as judicial notice, which allows introducing into 
evidence a fact whose validity is so well known or authorita-
tively attested to that it cannot reasonably be doubted. Thus 
the index was introduced as evidence precisely because it was 
deemed not subject to reasonable dispute.119

The WPS Index has also been used by journalists to link 
breaches of women’s rights to broader patterns of women’s dis-
empowerment or to provide empirical context to individual 
stories of women’s unfair treatment and abuse. For example, 
in March 2019, a Pakistani man named Mian Faisal allegedly 
beat his wife, Asma Aziz, and shaved her head after she refused 
to dance for him and his friends. The incident sparked a larger 
national debate about consent and spousal abuse. In covering 
the case, a National Public Radio report used the WPS Index 
to broaden the story about Asma’s abuse to the need to address 
high rates of intimate partner violence in Pakistan.120

A range of media outlets have drawn attention to national 
rankings on the WPS Index (figure 3.7), highlighting remain-
ing gender inequalities and the urgency of action. National 
Geographic, Forbes, The Washington Post, USA Today, Devex, and 
numerous other regional and local outlets have published 
lists of best and worst countries for women based on the WPS 
Index rankings.121

The WPS Index has also served as an activists’ tool to 
advance women’s rights and equality worldwide. The index 
displays countries’ achievements and exposes their deficits on 
women’s empowerment. It is intentionally designed to sup-
port scorecard diplomacy, providing highly comparative and 

FIGURE 3.6 Countries that do better on the WPS 
Index have lower adolescent fertility rates
Inverse adolescent fertility rate
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easy-to-understand numbers for calling out low perform-
ers while hailing top performers.122 The recently published 
“Women, Peace and Security Index: A Tool for Advancing 
Gender Equality,” available online, details how activists can 
use the multidimensional WPS Index.123

Scorecard diplomacy can reframe how we perceive coun-
tries, whether as leaders or as poor performers. For example, 
many Americans may have been surprised that the United 
States did not rank in the top 20 countries in the first edition 
of the WPS Index. This was attributable largely to its 66th 
ranking on the security dimension, reflecting high rates of 
intimate partner violence (more than 10 percentage points 
above the mean for developed countries). Former US ambas-
sador to the United Nations, Samantha Power, asked on social 
media, “Why is the United States not in the top 20?”, and 
proceeded to list the numerous ways that the United States 
is not advancing women’s inclusion and security. This type 
of tactic is a powerful way to call government attention to 
domestic violence, among other deficits in gender equality.

Governments are referencing the WPS Index in their 
actions to accelerate the UN Women, Peace and Security 
agenda. Poland’s 2018–21 National Action Plan for Women, 
Peace and Security cites the country’s WPS Index ranking as 
a positive result of national policy actions.124 Canada’s Femi-
nist International Assistance Policy credits the WPS Index as 
a means of building a more peaceful, inclusive, and prosper-
ous world by serving as a global measure for tracking progress 
in promoting gender equality and empowering women and 
girls.125 Norway’s Action Plan for Women, Peace, and Secu-
rity references the WPS Index as a tool to identify vulnerable 
situations in countries where women’s rights are inadequately 

supported, enabling Norway to help prevent conflict. The 
United Kingdom’s House of Lords has twice hosted brief-
ings on the WPS Index to inform members and the country 
about the status of women’s well-being and the importance of 
advancing the Women, Peace and Security agenda.

A range of international organizations have welcomed 
the WPS Index as a tool to measure women’s empower-
ment within a security framework. The WPS Index was 
launched at the United Nations, and several UN Perma-
nent Representatives—including from Bolivia, Jamaica, and 
Slovenia—have referenced the WPS Index during Security 
Council debates. The index was shared at a UN peacekeep-
ing meeting in Addis Ababa and presented at NATO in Brus-
sels and at the Organization for Security and Co‑operation in 
Europe in Vienna to inform and broaden the understanding 
of women’s inclusion, justice, and security.

The WPS Index is also contributing to academic and policy 
discussions about women’s well-being worldwide. The inau-
gural Oxford Handbook of Women, Peace and Security includes a 
chapter on the WPS Index.126 The index was also cited in the 
report of the High Level Group on Justice for Women and in 
a recent Special Report of the Armed Conflict Location and 
Event Data Project on gender, inclusion, and conflict, among 
other publications.

In all these ways, the WPS Index reveals that promoting 
gender equality and increasing women’s inclusion, justice, 
and security are central not only to women’s well-being but 
also to the security and peacefulness of countries. The index 
reflects a shared vision that countries are more peaceful and 
prosperous when women are accorded full and equal rights 
and opportunities.

FIGURE 3.7 The WPS Index has been widely cited in the media

Source: Authors.

https://giwps.georgetown.edu/the-index/
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Notes

..	 Not available or not applicable.

a.	 For countries with bicameral legislative systems, the share of 

seats is calculated based on both houses. Bolivia and Rwanda’s 

values are capped at 50 percent.

b.	 Data are the most recent available in the period specified.

c.	 Data are annual average for the period specified. For son bias, 

2020 is projected based on the medium fertility variant in 

UNDESA (2018).

d.	 Estimate by UNDP 2018.

e.	 Regional average.

f.	 Earlier than the period specified.

g.	 UNIL 2004.

h.	 Physical or sexual violence experienced by women ages 18–64. 

Fanslow and Robinson 2004.

i.	 Physical violence only. Breiding, Chen, and Black 2014.

j.	 WHO 2005.

k.	 Rosstat 2011.

l.	 Reference population differs by country: ages 16+ for Brazil, 

15–65 for Chile, and 18–69 for Costa Rica. Bott et al. 2019.

m.	 Sultan 2017.

n.	 UNFPA 2017.

o.	 Allen and Maughan 2016.

p.	 Bott et al. 2019.

q.	 National Statistics Office of Mongola and UNFPA 2018.

r.	 ONFP and AECID 2010.

s.	 Musariri Chipatiso et al. 2014.

t.	 Physical violence only. Higher Planning Commission of 

Morocco 2009.

u.	 Physical violence experienced by women ages 15–69. Gastin-

eau and Gathier 2012.

v.	 Physical and emotional violence committed by intimate part-

ner on women ages 19–64. Ministry for Family and Women’s 

Affairs, Algeria n.d.

w.	 For women in Erbil only. Al-Atrushi et al. 2013.

x.	 For Juba only. WhatWorks 2017.

y.	 Aleppo only. Maziak and Asfar 2003.

z.	 Lee, Stefani, and Park 2014.

aa.	 OSCE 2019.

ab.	 Mansour et al. 2017.

ac.	 Eisikovits, Winstok, and Fishman 2004.

Main data sources 

WPS Index value: Calculated by the authors based on the method-

ology outlined in appendix 1.

WPS Index rank: Calculated by the authors based on values on the 

Women, Peace, and Security Index. 

Education: UNESCO Institute for Statistics (https://uis.unesco.org/). 

Accessed in February 2019. 

Financial inclusion: World Bank Global Findex Database (http://www.

worldbank.org/en/programs/globalfindex). Accessed in May 2019. 

Employment: ILOSTAT database (http://www.ilo.org/ilostat). Accessed 

in March 2019. 

Cellphone use: Gallup World Poll 2018 (http://www.gallup.com/

topic/world_region_worldwide.aspx). Accessed in April 2019. 

Parliamentary representation: Inter-Parliamentary Union (http://

www.ipu.org/wmn-e/world.htm). Accessed in May 2019. 

Legal discrimination: World Bank, Women Business, and the Law 

(http://wbl.worldbank.org). Accessed in March 2019. 

Son bias: United Nations Department of Social and Economic 

Affairs, 2017 Revisions of World Development Prospects (http://

esa.un.org/unpd/wpp/). Accessed in February 2019. 

Discriminatory norms: Gallup and International Labour Organiza-

tion, Towards a Better Future for Women and Work: Voices of 

Women and Men. Accessed in March 2017. 

Intimate partner violence: UN Women Global Database on Vio-

lence against Women (http://evaw-global-database.unwomen.

org/en). Based on Demographic and Health Survey data. 

Accessed in June 2019. 

Community safety: Gallup World Poll 2019 (http://www.gallup.com/

topic/world_region_worldwide.aspx). Accessed in April 2019. 

Organized violence: Uppsala Conflict Data Program (UCDP) Geo-

referenced Event Dataset (http://ucdp.uu.se/). Accessed in 

June 2019.
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This appendix provides definitions of the 11 indicators in 
the Women, Peace, and Security (WPS) Index and the 

methodology for constructing the index.

Definitions of indicators

Women, Peace, and Security (WPS) Index. A composite index mea-

suring country performance on 11 indicators of women’s well-

being and empowerment for the three dimensions of inclu-

sion, justice, and security.

Education. Average number of years of education of women ages 

25 and older, converted from educational attainment levels 

using official durations of each level.

Financial inclusion. The percentage of women ages 15 and older 

who reported having an account alone or jointly at a bank 

or another type of financial institution or personally using a 

mobile money service.

Employment. The percentage of a country’s female population 

ages 25 and older that is employed.

Cellphone use. The percentage of women ages 15 and older re

sponding “Yes” to the Gallup World Poll question “Do you have 

a mobile phone that you use to make and receive personal 

calls?”

Parliamentary representation. The percentage of seats held by 

women in lower and upper houses of national parliaments 

combined.

Legal discrimination. Aggregate score of laws and regulations that 

limit women’s ability to participate in society or the economy 

or that differentiate between men and women, as measured 

by Women, Business, and the Law (World Bank 2019a). This 

score aggregates 78 laws and regulations that differentiate 

between men and women in accessing institutions, using 

property, going to court, providing incentives to work, build-

ing credit, and getting a job. Greater weight is given to six laws: 

requirement that married women obey their husband, man-

date for paternity leave, equal remuneration for work of equal 

value, nondiscrimination based on gender in hiring, and pro-

hibitions of dismissal of pregnant workers and of child or early 

marriage. The lower the score the better; the worst potential 

score is 84.

Son bias. Sex ratio at birth (ratio of male births to female births). An 

excess number of births of boys over girls relative to demo-

graphic norms (ratio of 1.05 boys to 1.00 girls) reflects discrim-

ination against girls and women in favor of boys and men.

Discriminatory norms. Percentage of men ages 15 and older who 

responded “No” to the Gallup World Poll question: “Is it per-

fectly acceptable for any woman in your family to have a paid 

job outside the home if she wants one?”.

Intimate partner violence (current). Percentage of women who 

experienced physical or sexual violence committed by their 

intimate partner in the preceding 12 months.

Community safety. Percentage of women ages 15 and older who 

responded “Yes” to the Gallup World Poll question “Do you feel 

safe walking alone at night in the city or area where you live?”

Organized violence. Total number of battle deaths from state, non-

state, or one-sided conflicts per 100,000 people. State-based 

APPENDIX 1

Index definitions and methodology
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conflict is armed conflict between two states or between a 

state and a rebel group. Nonstate conflict is fighting between 

rebel groups or militias or between groups with different eth-

nic, clan, or religious identification. One-sided violence is the 

use of armed force by the government or a formally organized 

group against civilians.

Methodology
The Women’s Peace and Security (WPS) Index is a summary 
number capturing achievements in women’s well-being in 
three dimensions: inclusion, justice and security. It is a geo-
metric mean of the arithmetic mean of the subindices for 
each of the three dimensions. This appendix describes how 
we calculated the subindices and the overall WPS Index and 
presents a worked-through example for Jordan.

Two steps are basic in estimating any index: normalization 
and aggregation. The policy and academic literature on com-
posite indices provide a robust foundation for our approach to 
both steps.127

Normalization
Normalization makes data comparable across indicators, so 
that the information can be aggregated in a meaningful way. 
For example, all indicators need to be estimated such that 
higher or lower values consistently mean that the achieve-
ment is better or worse. A typical approach is to rescale the set 
of values from 0 to 100, with 0 denoting worst performance 
and 100 denoting the best. This is done, for example, for the 
Sustainable Development Goals Index (SDGI) developed by 
Schmidt-Traub et al. (2017),128 the Africa Gender Equality 
Index (AGEI) developed by the African Development Bank in 
2015, and the Human Development Index (HDI) published by 
the United Nations Development Programme.

The values for many of the indicators for the WPS Index 
fall naturally between 0 and 100—for example, those pre-
sented as percentages (financial inclusion, employment, 
cellphone use, discriminatory norms, intimate partner vio-
lence, and community safety). Indicators with a broader or 
narrower range of observations create challenges. We use 
aspirational maximum values of 15 years for education and 
50 percent for parliamentary representation. The range for 
legal discrimination and organized violence are the observed 
values. The goal posts are laid out in table A1.1 below.

Rescaling is sensitive to the choice of limits and extreme 
values (outliers) at both tails of the distribution. Where the 
observed data range for a particular indicator is wide, the 
indicator acquires a larger implicit weight. Setting upper and 
lower bounds can reduce spurious variability, although this 
needs to be done with care. We sought to avoid allowing out-
liers to have undue influence on the values of the subindices 
and the aggregate index.

Unless otherwise indicated in the example, indicators are 
first normalized as follows:

	 Normalized 	 Actual value – minimum value
	 indicator score 

=
	 Maximum value – minimum value

Aggregation
The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) were adopted as 
an “integrated and indivisible” set of goals, and we sought to 
respect that principle by giving equal weight to each of the 
three dimensions in the WPS Index.

Aggregation proceeded in two steps. First, the normalized 
variables (indicator scores) were aggregated for each dimen-
sion before being aggregated across all three dimensions for 
the WPS Index score (figure A1.1). The arithmetic mean is 
used to aggregate indicator subindices within each dimension:
•	 Inclusion subindex = (Education score +  

Financial inclusion score + Employment score +  
Cellphone use score + Parliamentary representation score)/5.

•	 Justice subindex = (Legal discrimination score +  
Son bias score +Discriminatory norms score)/3.

•	 Security subindex = (Intimate partner violence score + Com-
munity safety score + Organized violence score)/3.
The relative weight of each indicator in a dimension is 

inversely proportional to the number of indicators in that 
dimension.

To ensure that all three dimensions are influential and 
meet the goal that countries must perform well on each 
dimension in order to perform well on the index, we used a 
geometric mean to aggregate the three dimension scores into 
the overall WPS Index:
•	 WPS Index �= (Inclusion score1/3 × Justice score1/3 × Security 

score1/3).
The geometric mean is often used to aggregate heteroge-

neous variables with limited substitutability, because this 

TABLE A1.1 Minimum and maximum values for 
component indicators of the WPS Index

Dimension and indicator
Minimum 

value
Maximum 

value

Inclusion

Education (mean years) 0 15

Financial inclusion (%) 0 100

Employment (%) 0 100

Cellphone use (%) 0 100

Parliamentary representation (%) 0 50

Justice

Legal discrimination (number of laws) 84a 0

Son bias (male/female ratio at birth) 1.2a 0.9b

Discriminatory norms (% of men) 100a 0

Security

Intimate partner violence (%) 100a 0

Perception of community safety (%) 0 100

Organized violence  
(per 100,000 people) 200a 0

�a. Worst case.
�b. Biased against male births.
Source: Authors.
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FIGURE A1.1 Construction of the Women, Peace, and Security Index
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method penalizes unequal achievements across dimensions.129 
By way of contrast, an arithmetic mean would allow for per-
fect substitutability across dimensions—for example, a very 
good score on inclusion could fully compensate for a poor 
score on security —which is not consistent with the spirit and 
objectives of the WPS Index and the SDGs.

A worked-through example: Jordan
We use scores for Jordan (index rank of 129) from statisti-
cal table 1 to illustrate the application of this method (table 
A1.2).

The arithmetic mean of the indicator scores is used to 
aggregate the scores within each dimension, and then a geo-
metric mean is used to aggregate the three dimension sub-
indices into the WPS Index.

Inclusion subindex
•	 Education = (10.13 – 0)/(15 – 0) =.675
•	 Financial inclusion = (26.6 – 0) /(100 – 0) = .266
•	 Employment = (14.2 – 0)/(100 – 0) = .137
•	 Cellphone use = (89.8 – 0)/(100 – 0) = .898
•	 Parliamentary representation = (15.4 – 0)/(50 – 0) = .308

Inclusion subindex =  
(.675 + .266 + .137 + .898 + .308)/5 = .457

Justice subindex
•	 Legal discrimination index = 1 – (46/84) = .452
•	 Son bias130 = (1.2 – 1.054)/(1.2 – 1.05) = .973
•	 Discriminatory norms = 1 – (38/100) = .620

Justice subindex =  
(.452 + .973 + .620)/3 = .682

Security subindex
•	 Intimate partner violence = 1 – ( 13.8 – 0)/(100 – 0) = .862
•	 Community safety = (77.8 – 0)/(100 – 0) = .778
•	 Organized violence index = [1 – (.1463/200)1/3]3 = .753

Security subindex =  
(.862 + .778 + .753)/3 = .798

Jordan’s WPS Index =  
(.457 x .682 x .798)1/3 = .629

TABLE A1.2 Illustration of WPS Index aggregation: 
Jordan example

Dimension and indicator Value 

Inclusion

Education (mean years) 10.1

Financial inclusion (%) 26.6

Employment (%) 13.7

Cellphone use (%) 89.8

Parliamentary representation (%) 15.4

Justice

Legal discrimination (0–84) 46

Son bias (1.2–0.9) 1.054

Discriminatory norms (% of men) 38

Security

Intimate partner violence (%) 13.8

Perception of community safety (%) 77.8

Organized violence (per 100,000 people) 0.15

Source: Authors’ estimates based on data in statistical table 1.



TRACKING SUSTAINABLE PEACE THROUGH INCLUSION, JUSTICE, AND SECURITY FOR WOMEN    |    69

Developed Countries
Australia
Austria
Belgium
Canada
Denmark
Finland
France
Germany
Greece
Iceland
Ireland
Israel
Italy
Japan
Liechtenstein
Luxembourg
Malta
Netherlands
New Zealand
Norway
Portugal
South Korea
Singapore
Spain
Sweden
Switzerland
United Kingdom
United States

Central and Eastern Europe 
and Central Asia
Albania
Armenia
Azerbaijan
Belarus
Bosnia and Herzegovina
Bulgaria
Croatia
Cyprus
Czech Republic
Estonia
Georgia
Hungary
Kazakhstan
Kosovo
Kyrgyzstan
Latvia
Lithuania
Moldova
Montenegro
North Macedonia
Poland
Romania
Russian Federation
Serbia
Slovakia

Slovenia
Tajikistan
Turkey
Turkmenistan
Ukraine
Uzbekistan

East Asia and the Pacific
Brunei
Cambodia
China
Fiji
Hong Kong, SAR China
Indonesia
Lao PDR
Malaysia
Mongolia
Myanmar
North Korea
Papua New Guinea
Philippines
Solomon Islands
Taiwan Province of China
Thailand
Timor-Leste
Vanuatu
Viet Nam

Latin America and the 
Caribbean
Argentina
Bahamas
Barbados
Belize
Bolivia
Brazil
Chile
Colombia
Costa Rica
Cuba
Dominican Republic
Ecuador
El Salvador
Guatemala
Guyana
Haiti
Honduras
Jamaica
Mexico
Nicaragua
Panama
Paraguay
Peru
Suriname
Trinidad and Tobago
Uruguay
Venezuela

Middle East and North 
Africa
Algeria
Bahrain
Egypt
Iraq
Jordan
Kuwait
Lebanon
Libya
Morocco
Oman
Qatar
Saudi Arabia
Syria
Tunisia
United Arab Emirates
Yemen

South Asia
Afghanistan
Bangladesh
Bhutan
India
Iran
Maldives
Nepal
Pakistan
Sri Lanka

Sub-Saharan Africa
Angola
Benin
Botswana
Burkina Faso
Burundi
Cabo Verde
Cameroon
Central African Republic
Chad
Comoros
Congo
Congo, Democratic 

Republic
Côte d’Ivoire
Djibouti
Equatorial Guinea
Eritrea
Eswatini
Ethiopia
Gabon
Gambia
Ghana
Guinea
Guinea-Bissau
Kenya
Lesotho
Liberia

Madagascar
Malawi
Mali
Mauritania
Mauritius
Mozambique
Namibia
Niger
Nigeria
Rwanda
São Tomé and Príncipe
Senegal
Seychelles
Sierra Leone
Somalia
South Africa
South Sudan
Sudan
Tanzania
Togo
Uganda
Zambia
Zimbabwe

Fragile States
Afghanistan
Burundi
Central African Republic
Chad
Comoros
Congo
Congo, Democratic 

Republic
Côte d’Ivoire
Djibouti
Eritrea
Gambia
Guinea-Bissau
Haiti
Kosovo
Iraq
Lebanon
Liberia
Libya
Mali
Mozambique
Myanmar
Papua New Guinea
Solomon Islands
Somalia
South Sudan
Sudan
Syria
Timor-Leste
Togo
Yemen
Zimbabwe

Note: The composition of the regional groups is adapted from the United Nations Development Programme regions. The Fragile States group is from World 
Bank (2019d).

APPENDIX 2

Regional and country groups
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Countries and ranks

Rank Country Index
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20 France .847
21 Latvia .845
22 Australia .844
23 Singapore .843
24 Serbia .839
25 Poland .838
26 Lithuania .835
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29 Japan .823
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32 Croatia .818
33 South Korea .816
34 Israel .815
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37 North Macedonia .806
38 Belarus .804
39 Bulgaria .801
40 Montenegro .791
41 Trinidad and Tobago .788
42 Jamaica .787
43 Kazakhstan .786
44 United Arab Emirates .781
45 Costa Rica .779
46 Georgia .777
47 Mongolia .776
48 Argentina .775
49 Ecuador .772
49 Hungary .772
51 Greece .770
51 Russian Federation .770
53 Romania .767
54 Bolivia .765
55 Chile .764
56 Bosnia and Herzegovina .760

Rank Country Index

57 Albania .759
58 Fiji .757
58 Uruguay .757
60 Mauritius .752
60 Turkmenistan .752
62 Namibia .748
63 Suriname .744
64 Moldova .743
65 Rwanda .743
66 Guyana .741
66 South Africa .741
68 Paraguay .738
69 Peru .735
70 Hong Kong, SAR China .731
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164 Pakistan .460
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166 Afghanistan .373
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The global Women, Peace, and Security (WPS) Index measures three major dimensions of women’s well-being—

inclusion (economic, social, political); justice (formal laws and informal discrimination); and security (at the family, 

community, and societal levels). The index ranks 167 countries—covering more than 98 percent of the world’s population

—along these dimensions in ways that focus attention on key achievements and critical shortcomings. Reflecting the shared 

vision that countries are more peaceful and prosperous when women are accorded equal rights and opportunity, the index 

aims to accelerate progress on the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development.

“I firmly believe that data not only measure progress but inspire it. That’s why I welcome this new global index on women, peace, 

and security as an important tool to shine a light on key achievements, as well as the work that remains to confront the violence, 

injustice, and exclusion that still hold back too many women and girls around the world. I hope organizations and governments 

alike will use these facts and findings to inform public debate and discussion and hold decision-makers to account.”

—Hillary Rodham Clinton, Former U.S. Secretary of State

“In recent years, the world has built a resounding global gender equality compact with promise for radical 
change in the lives of women and girls. Like any promise, it needs to be kept—and that means that we need 
to track progress. I welcome this new global index that will show the advances made by and for women and 
girls across the world and that will pinpoint the remaining challenges. It is a constructive reality check on the 
achievement of a world that is free of gender discrimination and inequality, a world that leaves no one behind.”

—Phumzile Mlambo-Ngcuka, UN Under-Secretary-General and Executive Director of UN Women

“We cannot afford to deny women their rights. As I have seen in my work around the world, women’s empower-
ment and participation are key to global security, climate justice, and inclusive prosperity. I very much welcome 
the good news from this year’s Women, Peace, and Security Index that the world seems to be moving in the 
right direction on women’s inclusion, access to justice, and security. We need to accelerate the progress because, 
at the same time, the index underlines the continuing major gaps and the scale of the unfinished agenda.”

—Mary Robinson, Former President of Ireland

“Women and girls are on the frontline of conflict and violence around the world. It is vital to hold all sections 
of the community accountable for their actions in protecting women and girls and mitigating the effects of vio-
lence. The world needs this index, and we need to use it to fight the abuse of power.”

—Rt. Hon. David Miliband, President and CEO, International Rescue Committee

“Even as we recognize how far we have come, we must also consider how far we still have to go. We know that 
women are at the heart of efforts to achieve sustainable peace worldwide, but we also know that too little is being 
done to understand key gaps and deficits and how this undermines the security not only of the women them-
selves, but also of their families, communities, and nations at large. Those who would dismiss the contributions 
of one gender would sacrifice half the talent, half the resources, half the potential of the people. This index is a 
critical step toward filling this gap, and I commend it to security sector leaders and policy makers alike.”

—Admiral Michael Mullen (Ret), 17th Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff

“NATO is among the international organizations that have welcomed the WPS Index as a tool to measure wom-
en’s empowerment within a security framework. The index helps to inform and broaden the understanding 
of how women’s inclusion and justice affect security. This year’s report both highlights welcome trends—
including the continuing de-escalation of violence globally since the 2014 peak—and underlines the correla-
tion between peace and women’s well-being.”

–Clare Hutchinson, NATO Secretary General’s Special Representative for Women, Peace and Security

“On Women, Peace and Security, as in everything else in our lives, in order to map our future and where we 
want to go, we have first to know where we are. That is why it is so important to be able to rely on solid, well-re-
searched, and reliable information—such as that provided in the comprehensive Women, Peace, and Security 
Index—to help us inform our thinking, enhance our analysis, and steer our planning of initiatives, policies, 
strategies, and programs. In the European Union, we welcome and count on such excellent initiatives to serve 
our work as an important compass with the most updated data on the situation for women and girls around the 
globe, to enable us to target our priorities correctly and make a real difference at the earliest possible time.”

—Ambassador Mara Marinaki, European Union’s Principal Advisor on Gender
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