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WHO ARE THE “BOTTOM BILLION”? 

WOMEN AND GIRLS 

INTRODUCTION 

There is strong global evidence that women and girls are more likely to live in poor households 

(defined as those households living under the $1.90 poverty line) than men and boys. In 

addition, data shows significant gender disparities in access to services, and participation in 

economic and social life. This profilei summarises the data and evidence on poverty amongst 

women and girls to highlight how they are disproportionately impacted by poverty. 

The data and evidence presented here largely pre-dates the COVID-19 pandemic. UN 

modelling shows the gender poverty gap is likely to increase as a result of COVID-19 and 

further increase by 2030 with 121 poor women for every 100 men aged 25-34.ii  

EVIDENCE ON POVERTY AND EXCLUSION 

Income poverty: Global data sets show women are more likely to be poor using income-

based measures than men in low- and middle-income countries (LMICs), with the gender 

poverty gap widening due to COVID-19 and widening further by 2030.iii,iv There are two 

important caveats to the data below: firstly, income-based poverty data is collected and 

analysed at the household level, likely underestimating the gender dimensions of poverty.v 

Secondly, poverty estimates related the COVID crisis and projections to 2030 are affected by 

male-biased population sex ratios, where men and boys outnumber women and girls by 66 

million, again underestimating the gender dimensions.vi  

• Pre-COVID World Bank analysis across 89 countries found that there are 104 women 

for every 100 men living in poor households using the $1.90 poverty line.vii The biggest 

difference is in South Asia where there are 109 women in poor households for every 

100 men, though 46% of poor women globally live in sub-Saharan Africa. Girls have 

the highest poverty rates with 21% girls under the age of 15 living in poor households 

compared with 20% for boys and the global poverty rate of 12.5%. The largest gender 

poverty gap is between the ages of 20 to 34, coinciding with peak productive and 

reproductive periods in the life cycle. In contrast, gender differences in poverty tend to 

disappear in older people over the age of 50, with women slightly less likely to live in 

poor households as men.viii 

• Modelling the impact of the pandemic using data from 129 countries accounting for 89% 

of the global population, UN analysis suggests that 47 million women and girls will be 

pushed into extreme monetary poverty by 2021, with the total number of women and 

girls living in extreme poverty at 435 million in comparison to 430 million men and boys. 

The male-female poverty gap in the 25-34 year range will widen to around 118 women 

in extreme poverty for every 100 men aged 25–34, with particularly large gaps in south 

Asia.ix ,x 
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• The gender poverty gap is set to increase by 2030, with 121 women aged 25-34 for 

every 100 men living in extreme poverty (see figure below for more info).xi  

 

Figure: gender poverty gaps will worsen by 2030 (taken from UN Women, 2020) 

 

Health and education: Despite progress in education over the last 20 years, gender 

discrepancies remain in access and outcomes. Girls are likely to be worse affected by school 

closures related to COVID-19, with a recent estimate suggesting 10 million girls may not return 

to school.xii Limited progress on sexual and reproductive health has been made, and food 

insecurity is more likely to affect women. Earlier this year, UNFPA predicted that more than 47 

million women could lose access to contraception resulting in 7 million unintended 

pregnancies.xiii  

• Globally, girls of primary school age are 29% more likely than boys to be out of school, 

and 11% more likely than boys to be out of secondary school.xiv Countries where girls 

are most disadvantaged in primary enrolment include Chad, Guinea, Niger, Central 

African Republic, South Sudan, Yemen and Pakistan.xv 

• 295,000 women died during or in the month after childbirth in 2017, with 98% of these 

deaths occurring in LMICs, particularly in sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia.xvi 

• Women are more likely to be affected by food insecurity (9.8% of women globally in 

comparison to 8.9% of men) and women tend to be household “shock absorbers” where 

they eat less nutritional food in response to price rises or crises.xvii 

• 10% of women who want to avoid pregnancy, or 190 million women globally, have 

unmet contraceptive needs, a percentage unchanged for twenty years.xviii  

Broader aspects of exclusion: Global data tells us that women are less likely to be employed 

in safe and secure jobs than men, they face high rates of violence by intimate partners and 

non-partners, and that gender inequitable attitudes are common across the globe. COVID-19 
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will mean compounded impacts for women and girls, including through increasing unpaid care 

work and violence against women and girls (VAWG).xix,xx  

• Employment: the global labour force participation rate is 49% for women in contrast to 

75% for men. Women are more likely to work in low-wage, insecure jobs, including 

more likely to work in the informal sector, though the difference between men and 

women in vulnerable work has narrowed since the 1990s.xxi Analysis of time use data 

from 64 countries shows that women do 76% of unpaid care work, almost three times 

as much as men.xxii   

• VAWG: 35% of women globally have experienced physical and/or sexual intimate 

partner violence or non-partner sexual violence, with significant health, economic and 

social costs including poorer mental and physical health, reduced earnings, productivity 

and increased household costs, and intergenerational impacts on children such as 

missed school and greater risk of experiencing or perpetrating violence as 

adults.xxiii,xxiv,xxv 

• Gender inequitable attitudes: a 2016 ILO/Gallup survey of 149,000 adults in 142 

countries found that 20% of men and 14% of women globally believe it is unacceptable 

for women to have a paid job outside the home.xxvi Analysis of DHS data from 49 

counties shows that globally 36% people believe domestic violence is justified in some 

circumstances.xxvii,xxviii 

HOW GENDER AND POVERTY INTERACT WITH OTHER 

IDENTITIES 

• Women and girls with disabilities: data shows women with disabilities are more likely 

to be poor, unemployed, live in food-insecure households and have lower levels of 

education than men with disabilities. In analysis of data across six regions, women with 

disabilities were more likely to be unemployed than men with disabilities and women 

without disabilities in all regions.xxix In Uganda, 96% of women with severe functional 

difficulties are multidimensionally poor compared with 52% of men with no functional 

difficulty.xxx Data from 51 countries shows girls with disabilities are less likely to 

complete primary school than boys with disabilities, with 33% of women with disabilities 

aged 18 and over completing primary school compared with 46% of men with 

disabilities.xxxi Women with disabilities are between 2 and 4 times as likely to experience 

intimate partner violence as women without disabilities, with women with the most 

severe disabilities most at risk.xxxii 

• Women from indigenous, minority racial and ethnic groups: According to the 

Global Partnership for Education, girls from ethnic minority groups are disadvantaged 

when it comes to education.xxxiii Indigenous women and girls are at high risk of 

trafficking, economic and sexual exploitation as a result of displacement and loss of 

livelihoods.xxxiv There is evidence suggesting indigenous girls tend to be more 

disadvantaged than indigenous boys.xxxv 

• LBT+ women and girls: According to the World Bank, lesbian, gay and trans women 

face double or triple discrimination associated with patriarchal and homophobic 

structures and are at a high risk of violence.xxxvi 
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WOMEN AND GIRLS, POVERTY AND GEOGRAPHY 

Women and girls’ experiences of poverty vary by location and contextual factors such as 

conflict, living in an urban or rural area, policy and legislation and other geo-political or 

economic factors.  

• Conflict and humanitarian settings: 60% of preventable maternal deaths and 53% 

preventable under 5 deaths occur in conflict, humanitarian settings and disasters.xxxvii 

In conflict settings, girls are 13% more likely than boys to be out of primary school and 

40% more likely than boys to be out of secondary school.xxxviii VAWG increases in crisis 

situations, for example 21% of women in districts in eastern DRC have been raped by 

a non-partner in the previous 12 months.xxxix  

• Rural/urban divide: Almost 80% of women living under the $1.90 poverty line live in 

rural areas, however women are slightly more likely to be poor than men in urban 

areas.xl Rural girls are twice as likely to be out of school than urban girls, with only 39% 

attending secondary school.xli 

• Policy and legislation: data from 50 years of the World Bank’s Women, Business and 

the Law programme shows a correlation between legal reform and a reduction of the 

gender wage gap.xlii  

MEASUREMENT AND DATA  

Sex-disaggregated data is used to measure poverty rates of women and girls, both in 

income/consumption terms commonly using the World Bank’s $1.90 extreme poverty line, and 

using multidimensional poverty indices, often UNDP’s Global Multidimensional Poverty Index. 

Key data sources include:  

• the World Bank Global Monitoring Database (GMD), a collection of harmonised national 

household surveys used for global poverty monitoring that contains data on 

expenditures per capita, household and household head demographics, housing 

conditions and location.  

• UNDP’s annual Human Development Reports.  

$1.90 extreme poverty is usually measured at the household level, with women and men, girls 

and boys considered poor if they live in poor households. Data on the differing experiences of 

poverty amongst women and men at the household level is not available, and it is thought that 

the gender dimensions of poverty are therefore underestimated.xliii To respond to this 

challenge, the World Bank has developed an approach to measuring intra-household 

multidimensional poverty, as outlined in their 2018 Shared Prosperity Report.xliv The approach 

uses health, education and nutrition data to give poverty rates for individuals within 

households. Analysis shows greater gender gaps in education than using household 

measures but more gender equal estimates in nutrition.xlv  
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