
                                                                                         1                G.L.O.B.A.L. Justice – Status of Women – April 2018 
 

GLOBAL ADVOCACY FOR WOMEN &  

THE STATUS OF WOMEN WORLDWIDE 

By Sosamma Samuel-Burnett, J.D. 

Founder/President, G.L.O.B.A.L. Justice 

April 2018 

 

For the past 25+ years, I have served as a human rights advocate in various contexts and on 

various issues. Throughout these years of studying human rights concerns worldwide, I have 

confirmed that addressing human rights issues requires specifically addressing issues affecting 

women.  That is because human rights abuses disproportionately and generationally impact 

women and, in turn, their communities. But when human rights are realized among women, it 

has an exponentially positive impact on children, the elderly, men, and the community.  Based 

on this understanding, it is important to consider the current status of women worldwide and 

how we as individuals can best advocate for women throughout the globe. The following 

summarizes some key indicators of the political, economic, and social status of women 

worldwide and highlights ways to provide advocacy for women in our communities and around 

the globe. 

Population Status 

For most of history, women made up a little more than half of the world’s population. In the 

current decade, population statistics showed a slight decline in the number of women. As of 

2018, the world’s population stands at 7.6+ billion people1 – the largest number to ever have 

been on this earth. Of that number, 3.7+ billion are women.2 That figure makes up about 48.7% 

of the world’s populations, slightly less than half of the overall number.  It is important to note 

the decline and consider the reasons for that decline – such as poverty, disparity, disease, and 

violence.  But it is also important to note where that the decline is most stark -- in areas that 

have higher levels of direct or indirect discrimination against women.  Further, it is also notable 

that of the overall population of women, nearly 60% or 2.2 billion are from Asia. 3 

The Pew Research Center provides the following map from 2015 that offers some perspective 

on these population statistics.  Particularly concerning is that much of Africa, the Middle East, 

                                                             
1 Population of the World by Continent/Region, United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 
Population Division 
2 Ibid. 
3 Ibid. 
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and Asia show higher rates of men than women.  The highest ratio is in the United Arab 

Emirates at 274 men per 100 women. The lowest ratio is in Martinique at 84.5 men per 100 

women. Despite a few anomalies in various regions, in general the higher rates of men coincide 

with regions where there are greater abuses and direct discrimination against women, and thus 

greater harm and limited potentials for women and girls survival. 

 

While these international populations figures give us a disturbing picture of the status of 

women, a population mapping of the United States highlights some interesting dynamics in this 

country as well.  The following map from the U.S. Census Bureau and based on 2013 

populations figures in the U.S. show most of the states that have higher (and only slightly so) 

rates of women are in the East Coast and as you shift further West and North, the ratios of men 

become higher, particularly in places like Wyoming, North Dakota, and Alaska. That may be a 

reflection of lower population densities overall and/or the conditions in those regions, but is 

worth noting when considering other regional factors for women in the U.S. Both the 

international and national population figures have a significant bearing on not only the 

numbers of women but their representation and status politically, economically, and socially. 
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Political Status 

The political arena is among the most difficult for women to have voice, representation, or 

power.  Fewer women than men around the globe have political rights and access to political 

participation opportunities including voting, representation, and public office.  With women not 

as well represented in these areas, they have less input and less opportunities to make 

decisions affecting policies that directly impact them.   

Some recent statistics highlight these political concerns. As of October 2017, out of 177 

countries, only 11 women were serving as Head of State, and only 12 serving as Head of 

Government.4  As of January 2017, only 18.3 % of government ministers were women.5  As of 

June 2016, only 22.8 % of parliaments (federal government) were represented by women 

political leaders.6  Globally, in 38 countries women make up less than 10% of the parliament.7 

The overall global proportion of women in elected office is unknown.8  But the map below 

                                                             
4 http://www.unwomen.org/en/what-we-do/leadership-and-political-participation/facts-and-figures#notes 
5 Ibid. 
6 Ibid. 
7 Ibid. 
8 Ibid. 
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provided by UN Women (the United Nations Entity for Gender Equality and the Empowerment 

of Women) gives details on the political status of women in various government roles. 

 

 

 

While the global governmental representation of women is limited, the United States is not 

much better in its representation despite being both a democratic republic and arguably the 

world’s most developed nation. As of 2017, only 19.6% of federal elected offices, only 23.7% of 

state wide offices, and only 25.1% of state legislatures were held by women in the U.S.9 This 

puts the U.S. at an overall ranking 104th in the world for women’s representation in 

government.10 

The relevance of representation is not only important within policymaking, but also in elections 

in general.  The following map based on FiveThirtyEight polls create a forecast of what the 2016 

election would look like if just men voted. Granted, this type of forecast is not an accurate 

                                                             
9 http://www.cawp.rutgers.edu/women-elective-office-2017 
10 https://www.vox.com/identities/2017/3/8/14854116/women-representation 
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measure of actual election results (particularly since many men didn’t vote for Donald Trump), 

but it does demonstrate how gender representation can impact outcome.  

 

Economic Status 

The economic status of women is among the most challenging areas for women as it has a 

direct impact not only on their work, standard of living, education, and health, but also of their 

children and others in their care.  Economically, women worldwide have fewer economic 

opportunities and limited access to jobs, wealth and property than men.   

The economic concerns of women are highlighted by the following statistics for women 

worldwide. As of 2015, half of women in the world participated in the labor force.11  But, in 121 

of 177 countries whether developed or lesser developed, women’s unemployment rates remain 

higher than men’s.12  Women earn less than men across all sectors and occupations in all 

                                                             
11 https://unstats.un.org/unsd/gender/doaloads/Ch4_Work.info.pdf 
12 Ibid. 
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countries – generally 70-90 percent of what men earn.13 That wage difference may not always 

be a reflection of less pay for the same work, but can be a reflection of other realities for 

women such as unpaid maternity leave, reduced work schedules to care for children or elderly, 

and other unpaid work. In fact, women spend an average of 3 hours more per day in unpaid 

work than men.14  Women are also more likely than men to engage in part-time employment.15 

Considering all forms of work (paid and unpaid), women work longer hours than men.16 

Although women dominate in 3 economic sectors: education, health, and social work,17 women 

make up significantly less of most other sectors in most countries.  Gender segregation also 

persists in various occupations in all countries. Further, fewer than 4% of CEO’s heading 

Fortune 500 companies are women18, despite women being the major part of the consumer 

population.  

In addition to work contexts, economic concerns weigh heavily on women in other ways.  

Women and girls represent half of the poor in developing regions, more than half in developed 

regions, and these figures are even worse for older women.19 Many women are excluded from 

economic decision-making in households.20 Women are less likely to use financial services21 and 

thus are less educated on how to acquire and maintain income, wealth, and property. 

Unequal property and inheritance rights for women are a significant problem in nearly a third 

of developing countries.22 Globally, only 20% of countries provide equal property rights for 

women. 23 The map below from the Women Stat Project highlights the areas that in practice do 

not discriminate or do discriminate against women for property rights.  Africa and India are 

particularly egregious on this issue. 

                                                             
13

 Ibid. 
14

 Ibid. 
15

 Ibid. 
16 Ibid. 
17 Ibid. 
18 Id., Ch.5_Power_and_Decison_info.pdf 
19 Id., Ch. 8_Poverty_info.pdf 
20 Ibid. 
21 Ibid. 
22 Ibid. 
23 Ibid. 
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Social Status 

The social status of women has significant implications for not only their standing in social 

circles, but also in economic and political terms.  Recent studies have shown that women are 

not only prone to discrimination and abuse but have a broader range of abuses based on the 

particular physical, cultural, religious, social, economic, and political vulnerabilities they have.   

In the area of education, primary school education is nearly universal, except in sub-Saharan 

Africa and Oceania.24  Globally only 72% of girls attend secondary schools (and on 74% of 

boys).25  Nearly 2/3 of the 781 million illiterate adults in the world are women.26  And among 

the limited number of women globally who pursue male dominated academic fields, science 

and engineering are the most limited with only 1 in 14 women graduating in science and only 1 

in 20 women for engineering.27 

                                                             
24 Id., Ch.3_Education_info.pdf 
25 Ibid. 
26 Ibid. 
27 Ibid. 
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Women are also more vulnerable in contexts of poverty and environmental concerns. Most 

single families in the world are headed by women and most lone mothers with children have 

higher poverty rates. Women are of greater risk of dying in natural disasters – often because 

they are in conditions that are less safe in these disasters and/or are protecting children and 

others in these situations.   

One of the more severe areas of social concern is physical and/or sexual violence against 

women. Globally 35% of women have experienced physical and/or sexual violence, despite 119 

countries passing domestic violence laws.28 This is a reflection of the social and personal 

contexts in which they live regardless of political or legal provisions.  That also explains why less 

than 40 percent of women who experience violence seek help29 – usually because of their 

context of fear, reprisal, and social stigma. The following map presented by the World Health 

Organization shows some regional perspective on this violence, and highlights the fact that 

most developed and developing countries have nearly equal concerns in this context of 

violence against women.  

 

 

 

 

 
                                                             
28 Id., Ch6_VaW_info.pdf 
29 Ibid. 
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Trends for Women’s Progress 

Historically and globally, women had little or no political, economic, or social standing, 

participation, or power based on governmental, religious, and societal structures and systems 

that denied rights or discriminated against women. 

Currently and globally, women, particularly in developed countries, have advanced in many 

respects in political, economic, and social terms, but the statistics shared in this paper 

underscore that progress has been limited and is by no means universal.   Women’s rights are 

real and significant, but realization of those rights has been uneven and not experienced by 

many women worldwide.   

But progress, especially even progress, requires more complex thinking and proactive 

approaches for women that consider not only the historical and current situation of women, 

but necessary steps to overcome political, social, and economic barriers now and for the future.  

Understanding and addressing gender based persecution is a fairly newer concept and requires 

consideration of more and varied concerns based on women’s vulnerabilities. And, it also 

requires understanding that progress is measured by women (and men) in different ways and in 

different contexts. Equality may be expressed in a range of ways that also take into account the 

distinct characteristics, needs, and interests of women in various generations, regions, cultures, 

and political, economic, and social contexts.  

Ways to Advocate for Women 

Many significant strides must be made for women in all regions for true progress toward 

human rights, particularly in places where higher levels of discrimination and disparity exist.  To 

make those strides, we need to pursue concerted and incremental efforts by many, both 

women and men, staring in our own communities. Women and men, especially those in the 

developed world, have many ways to advocate for women in their own families, communities, 

and across the globe, including: 

Inform:  Opportunities and resources are available for individuals to learn and inform others 

about women’s issues and their impact on society.  Being informed is a foundational part of 

advocating for women. And, connecting with women’s advocates and advocacy groups that can 

provide updates, resources, and advocacy opportunities is also an important means to become 

better informed.  

Impact:  Men and women can also make an impact on women’s issues by directly engaging in 

advocacy opportunities whether through participation in women’s forums, events, and 

organizations; researching and writing about women’s issues; writing and speaking on women’s 
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topics and experiences;  providing time, talent, and resources to addressing issues, and 

supporting organizations that provide advocacy, education, and services for women. 

Inspire: Pursuing women’s human rights is a multi-generational efforts as these concerns both 

pre-date our own generation and will continue well past ours as well.  That means that we must 

seek opportunities to inspire and prepare the generations through mentoring of peers and 

younger generations. We can also inspire and support others by providing access to 

opportunities to learn and impact, especially disadvantaged individuals. And, we can initiate 

and promote advocacy priorities such as ending violence against women, human trafficking, 

and promoting labor and property rights based on areas of interest and expertise.  

Certainly the myriad of concerns around the world that impact women is diverse and difficult. 

We cannot expect progress for all women to be immediate or easy. But any progress, even 

small and incremental progress, is only possible by making concerted steps to support and 

encourage women and girls politically, economically, and socially.   We can draw inspiration 

from women in our families, communities, and world to champion fair laws and sound policies; 

provide adequate resources, education, and services; and equip, mentor, and network for 

women’s human rights, and indeed human rights for all.  


