
  

This issues paper is dedicated to the late Sylvia Chant, who named 
household-level measurement as a barrier to evidence related to the 
‘feminization of poverty.’ Her work underpinned the commitment of the author 
and International Women‘s Development Agency (IWDA) to change the way 
that poverty is measured so that its gendered dimensions are visible. As 
IWDA worked with othersi to create an alternative quantitative measure of 
poverty, Chant’s focus on the “feminization of responsibility and obligation – 
women’s increasing liability for dealing with poverty (responsibility), and their 

progressively less choice other than to do so (obligation)” ii informed the 

inclusion of voice, unpaid work and time use as dimensions of gender-
sensitive measurement of multidimensional poverty.  

 
Introduction  
Feminist foreign policy places gender equality as the 
central goal of foreign policy, with gender as an essential 
analytical tool for understanding power, its distribution and 
use. It provides a framework for bringing attention to global 
and regional structures, processes and ways of thinking 
that scaffold and sustain patriarchal systems and gender 
unequal outcomes, as well as to feminist alternatives. This 
framework reshapes, reorders and enlarges what counts 
as a foreign policy concern. 

Foreign policy is enacted through a variety of institutions, 
mechanisms, conventions, agreements, frameworks, norms 
and sites of engagement. Objectives and commitments are 
realised in practice to the extent that they are implemented 
concretely. Feminist foreign policy similarly requires a focus 
on ideas, issues and the architecture through which 
objectives and commitments can be progressed.  

Over time, gaps in policy implementation become more 
visible, revealing patterns of focus and neglect, along with 
political, institutional and architectural inadequacies. In 
relation to gender equality and development, the last three 
decades have seen significant, virtually universal and 
repeated commitments to gender equality at global, regional 
and national levels. However, implementation and resourcing 
of these commitments has been limited, and nowhere 
matched what is required to realise them. This problem of 
“policy evaporation” has been evident for some time. For 
example, a 2005 review of the operationalisation of gender 
equality commitments and obligations in the context of 
international efforts for poverty eradication in nine OECD 

countriesiii identified progressive implementation gaps in 
moving from legal and policy framework to budget allocations 
to programming and implementation, and measurement of 
impact.iv Kilby and Crawford’s 2011 review of subsequent 
global and regional experience and the Australian context 
added to the evidence.v 

Improving the circumstances of women and girls 
experiencing poverty has been a consistent focus and 
declared priority since the first United Nations World 
Conference on Women in 1975 (see Annex). Despite this, 
limited progress has been made in addressing the 
relationship between gender and poverty globally, or 
reforming the social and economic systems, structures, 
institutions and processes that link them. The lack of 
individual-level poverty data, rather than household-level 
data, is a fundamental barrier to evidence about gender and 
poverty. As UN Women notes, without this data it is not 
possible to determine “if women are, across the board, more 
likely to live in poverty than men,”vi or how people’s 
circumstances vary by gender, age, disability and 
intersections of these. The growing number of countries with 
a declared feminist foreign policy (FFP) or feminist 
international assistance policy (FIAP), and emergent 
architecture connecting them, bring opportunities for change. 

This Issues Paper argues that action to support individual-
level, gender-sensitive poverty measurement, and in turn 
improve our understanding of linkages between gender and 
poverty, should be a feminist foreign policy priority. It 
considers the lineage of global discussions about gender 
inequality and poverty, and the significant and persistent gap 
between commitment and action. It identifies the lack of 
gender-sensitive poverty measurement and data as a 
foundational constraint to visibility, analysis and action. It 
notes existing commitments and recommendations that 
support change, and opportunities in the short to medium 
term. It outlines the benefits of shifting poverty 
measurement standards towards individual-level, gender-
sensitive measurement. Finally, it provides policy 
recommendations for countries with a declared or 
substantively aligned FFP or FIAP to accelerate action to 
achieve this.  

Gender and poverty as a feminist 
foreign policy priority 
Opportunities to accelerate action 
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Data and measurement as barriers to evidence and 
change  

The linkage between gender inequality and poverty has 
been a concern within the global development agenda for 
some time; yet action to address the concern has been 
limited, especially given the significance of the issue and 
the priority it has been accorded.  

Gender-insensitive measurement is part of the problem. 
What is not measured is rendered invisible in data. This 
limits the evidence informing priorities and influencing 
action. And it makes change towards gender equality more 
difficult, contributing to the reproduction of gender inequality. 

The problematic nature of rendering gender invisible in 
data is clearly illustrated in the example of poverty 
measurement. Here, both what is measured and how it is 
measured act to perpetuate a gender-insensitive picture of 
poverty. Dominant approaches to assessing poverty, 
including the International Poverty Line (IPL) and the 
Multidimensional Poverty Index (MPI), focus poverty 
assessment at a household level. The lack of individual-
level focus prevents accurate disaggregation, hiding the 
influence of gender, age, disability and other 
characteristics, as well as the ways they intersect. 
Additionally, key groups are completely missing from some 
survey data used to construct the MPI.vii For example, 
despite recognition that “gendered labour market and life 
course patterns lie at the roots of women’s disadvantage in 
old age,”viii the exclusion of women 50 years and older from 
the key surveys means the circumstances of this cohort, 
which has experienced the cumulative impact of gender 
inequality, are not influencing related poverty estimates.  

Household-level measurement also systematically ignores 
differences between individuals inside households. In 
particular, treating the household as a single entity hides 
unequal access to resources between men and women in 
the household, a key site of inequality.ix Kanbur estimates 
that around one-third of total inequality lies within 
households. Ignoring these differences is no small problem. 
It understates overall inequality by around one-third, and 
over-estimates the extent to which GDP growth translates 
into poverty reduction.x This can contribute to a disconnect 
between improvements indicated by official poverty data and 
ground-level perceptions.xi   

Further, household-level measurement of poverty ignores 
gender in what is measured, assessing poverty as though it 
were the same for women and men. This defines out and 
discounts dimensions that are particularly salient in women’s 
experience of poverty, such as sanitation, time-use, family 
planning and voice/agency. And it limits understanding of 
differences in women’s and men’s experiences of poverty 
and their resources to respond to it.xii 

Gender-insensitive measurement of poverty, therefore, 
masks the nature, scope and scale of poverty and who 
experiences it. Measurement that so fails to assess its 
intended target cannot be considered fit for purpose. Yet 
continued routine use in itself communicates adequacy. This 
slows measurement innovation and constrains efforts to 
understand and address the linkage between gender 
inequality and poverty as a global policy concern.  

Two inter-related mechanisms are at work: methodological 
exclusion, or exclusion by design; and political inattention. 
These reinforce each other. Lack of gender data constrains 

the evidence available to advocates inside government to 
promote increased action and priority. It also limits the 
evidence available to civil society and others to track 
implementation of global, regional and national policy 
commitments and promote action and accountability.  

Improving measurement has been identified as central to 
understanding and addressing linkages between gender 
inequality and poverty since at least 1995 (see Addressing 
the core question: Is poverty feminising? And how would we 
know? below). And yet, within the gender data and poverty 
data communities, priority continues to be given to making 
the most of existing data.xiii This is important and valuable, 
but not a substitute for addressing the underlying issue: the 
need for individual-level, gender-sensitive measurement that 
ensures gender shows up in routine poverty data and can 
be comprehensively analysed.  

From critique to change: inclusive measurement by 
design  

For some time, it was reasonable to assume that the key 
constraint was lack of a feasible alternative measure of 
poverty. However, this was resolved with the development 
of the Individual Deprivation Measure, now Equality 
Insights, a robust and feasible methodology for individual-
level, gender-sensitive measurement of multidimensional 
poverty.xiv Grounded in feminist principles, rights and 
capabilities, and lived experience of poverty, this measure 
has now been reviewedxv, auditedxvi, tested through use in 
seven countries, and iteratively adapted.xvii  

The gendered impacts and disruptions of COVID-19 have 
highlighted the biases embedded in economic systems and 
structures as well as the social norms that help keep these 
in place.xviii The combined effects of global stressors – the 
pandemic, the war in Ukraine and inflation – have led to an 
increase in the estimated numbers of people living in 
extreme poverty for the first time in a generation.xix However, 
data limitations mean there is much we do not know about 
those affected: "the limited availability of data is leaving 
many questions unanswered."xx This limits understanding of 
contributing factors and mechanisms, and evidence to 
shape reform. It also underlines the systemic implications of 
gender-insensitive household-level poverty measurement 
that cannot be readily analysed to explore the influences of 
gender, age, disability and other characteristics.  

At a time when governments and multilateral institutions 
face the conflicting demands of reduced resources and 
increased needs, it is particularly important to have 
individual-level, gender-sensitive data on poverty and 
inequality that are accurate and inclusive. Capturing the 
nature and extent of challenges faced by particular groups 
is critical to informed, effective and responsive action that 
addresses lived realities. In this context, continuing to fund 
household-level measurement as the primary approach to 
assessing global poverty undermines the effectiveness of 
poverty reduction efforts and contributes to perpetuating 
gender-based inequality.  

Addressing the core question: is poverty feminising? 
And how would we know?  

A key motivation for a central focus on gender inequality 
and poverty in the Beijing Platform for Action in 1995 and 
in subsequent global fora was the understanding that 
poverty was feminising i.e., that women are poorer than 
men, and that the problem is worsening over time. 
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Sylvia Chant was at the forefront of feminist argument that 
inadequate measurement of poverty in fact made it 
impossible to know whether or not this was the case. 
Problems included lack of empirical substantiation, 
sparseness of data, inadequate specification of the core 
concept, and various conceptual and methodological 
weaknesses from a gender perspective. Effective 
measurement of poverty requires “a more holistic 
conceptual framework to encapsulate gendered privation, 
encompassing capabilities, livelihoods, subjectivities and 
social exclusion.” In other words, measuring the gendered 
dimensions of poverty requires reconceptualising poverty 
itself to encompass a wider range of considerations, and 
measuring at the individual-level in order to capture gender 
differences in inputs as well as outcomes. For Chant, a 
core concern was to understand the “feminisation of 
responsibility and obligation” – “women’s increasing liability 
for dealing with poverty (responsibility), and their 
progressively less choice other than to do so (obligation).”xxi 

IWDA’s findings using a ground-breaking individual-level, 
gender-sensitive measure of multidimensional poverty (see 
From critique to change: inclusion by design, above) in two 
provinces in the Solomon Islands in 2020 confirm the 
relevance of reconceptualising poverty and its 
measurement to capture its gendered dimensions. Overall, 
women spent around 70% more time on unpaid work and 
care than men, regardless of paid work status. Women 
who had not done paid work in the previous 7 days did 38 
more minutes per day of unpaid and care work than 
women who had done paid work. By contrast, men who did 
no paid work spent six more minutes on unpaid care work, 
relative to the men who were engaged in paid work.xxii  

Gender Paid work status Mean hours of unpaid 
work and care 

Women Paid work 4 hours 31 mins 

 No paid work 5 hours 9 mins 

Men Paid work 2 hours 42 mins 

 No paid work 2 hours 48 mins 

The World Bank, the custodian agency for poverty 
measurement, has recognised the foundational limitations of 
household-level measurement of poverty and the need for 
individual-level measurementxxiii in order “to provide a 
satisfactory answer to the question that everyone seems to 
skirt, but to which they would like to know the answer: How 
many women are poor?”xxiv The World Bank has 
recognised the need for better insight into within-household 
differences given evidence that resources are not shared 
equally within poor households,xxv and that masking 
potential differences among household members creates 
problems for targeting assistance programs. Poor people 
are missed because they are hidden in non-poor 
households. And the effectiveness of interventions that do 
reach households are reduced “because they do not 
address the needs and constraints of the poorest 
individuals.”xxvi The World Bank has also provided clear 
support for multidimensional poverty measurement, 
recognising that being poor goes beyond “inadequate 
consumption or a lack of income”, and that “an expanded, 
multidimensional understanding shows poverty as a much 
broader, more entrenched problem.”xxvii  

In a context of near universal commitment from nation 
states to achieve gender equality, end poverty and reduce 

inequalities, and the identification of data limitations as a 
fundamental constraint, there remains notable opportunity 
to progress gender-sensitive poverty measurement.  

Towards change: a problem with a solutionxxviii 
Key global institutions have recognised the limitations of 
household-level measurement of poverty. The benefits in 
shifting poverty measurement standards towards individual-
level, gender-sensitive measurement include: 

• Increased measurement accuracy; 

• Increased visibility of lived experience;  

• Increased evidence of the circumstances of particular 
groups, including older women; 

• A stronger evidence base for targeted gender-
responsive responsive action, advocacy and 
accountability demands; and 

• Increased ability for policy makers to meet people 
where they are. 

Responsive and inclusive social and economic systems 
that connect to lived realities are important for quality 
(particularly effectiveness and efficiency) and for social 
stability and legitimacy.xxixFor countries and advocates 
working to advance feminist foreign policy, addressing this 
foundational system constraint is strategic, enabling and 
possible. Gender equality is recognised as integral to 
development and realising rights, including ending poverty. 
In this context, treating gender as integral to measurement 
of poverty and to producing related evidence is more than 
a matter of effectiveness and coherence. It also functions 
as an indicator of the capacity of institutions and systems 
to realise global commitments to end gendered poverty 
and achieve sustainable development.   

Measurement should recognize and help make visible the 
gendered and intersectional nuances of poverty. To do 
otherwise discounts women’s experience of poverty, and 
makes efforts to reduce poverty less effective. Inaction can 
no longer be justified by a lack of alternative, as tools and 
approaches now exist to produce individual-level, gender-
sensitive poverty data.  

Leadership to improve evidence on multidimensional 
poverty and inequality is consistent with long-standing 
global commitments and priorities. The UN Commission on 
the Status of Women in 2024 will focus on extreme 
poverty, providing an opportunity for a transformative shift 
in approach on poverty measurement so that routine data 
reveals rather than hides the relationship between gender 
and poverty.  

Reframing gender-insensitive poverty measurement: 
from technical issue to strategic priority 

Feminist foreign policy offers a framework to elevate these 
considerations from technical matters to foundational 
political and structural issues. The critical mass of 
countries with a declared or substantively aligned FFP or 
FIAP offers an opportunity to normalise gender equality as 
integral to global systems and structures. Successfully 
progressing this agenda will require consideration of inter-
related institutional, financial and political constraints.  

Institutional constraints: Current household-level 
approaches to poverty measurement are widely used, with 
institutional disincentives to change. Highlighting 
opportunity costs can support the case for change. 
Privileging existing data and what it shows over what it 
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hides makes improving data about gender inequality and 
poverty more difficult, by allocating scarce funding for 
statistics to data that cannot be readily disaggregated.  

Financial constraints: funding for statistics generallyxxx and 
gender statistics in particular is limited.xxxi Bilateral 
development cooperation that is focused on gender 
equality has remained at around 4% of official development 
assistance (ODA) for the last decade.xxxii 

Political constraints: funding for feminist organisations and 
movements, which are the most significant drivers of 
change towards gender equality, is particularly limited. In 
2020-21, the latest year for which data are available, only 
some 0.4% of total ODA went to women’s rights 
organisations.xxxiii Additionally, the politics of data need to 
be anticipated and navigated; individual-level poverty data 
bring increased visibility of intersectional inequalities, which 
will strengthen evidence for accountability and change. 
While this may prompt political hesitance, the increased 
ability to connect to lived realities and respond to 
inequalities that is enabled by such data brings potential 
political benefit.xxxiv  

Progressing gender-sensitive measurement of 
multidimensional poverty contributes to systemic change by 
shifting what counts and becomes visible as evidence. 
Institutions with global mandates that include addressing 
gender inequality and poverty such as UN Women, UNDP 
and the World Bank, produce key reports that are public 
statements of issues, evidence and directions. Global fora 
and institutional actors provide a mechanism to move 
evidence and recommendations into agreed commitments, 
priorities and recommendations. For feminist foreign policy 
advocates, progressing the implementation of commitments 
and recommendations on measurement and disaggregated 
data can reinforce the relevance of multilateral systems and 
strengthen their feminist fitness.  

Recommendations 

This section suggests general and specific approaches that 
can be implemented by countries with a declared or 
substantively aligned FFP or FIAP to strengthen the 
availability of individual-level, gender-sensitive data on 
multidimensional poverty and shift expectations regarding 
what constitutes adequate measurement of poverty.  
 
1. Link a component of their funding for global and 

regional multilateral institutions to implementation of 
analysis and recommendations to strengthen 
individual-level poverty measurement. For example, 

a. Enable countries to collect and use individual-level, 
gender-sensitive, multidimensional poverty data as 
part of UN Women’s Women Count II program to 
close gender data gaps and build statistical 
capacity. 

b. Support UN Women and the World Bank to 
collaborate on developing a roadmap for individual-
level, gender-sensitive measurement of 
multidimensional poverty, including convening a 
second workshop on individual-level poverty 
measurement, building on the World Bank’s 2017 
workshop. This could be timed for Q4 2023, to 
inform discussions at CSW68 in 2024, or after, to 
accelerate action on gender and poverty. 

c. Support UNDP to explore the insights enabled by 
individual-level multidimensional poverty data, 
alongside its annual publication of existing 
multidimensional poverty analyses using 
household-level data. 

2. Question relevant institutions in global fora and other 
engagements about action being taken to implement 
commitments and recommendations to measure and 
address the relationship between gender and poverty. 
For example, 

a. Routinely ask institutional representatives whether 
disaggregated data and intersectional analysis has 
informed studies and reports, and about work 
planned to improve the availability of individual-
level data. 

3. In global, regional, sectoral and bilateral meetings, 
support implementation of relevant commitments and 
recommendations regarding collection and use of 
individual-level poverty data that can be routinely 
disaggregated by sex, age, disability and sociocultural 
background. 

4. Use consultation and engagement processes in 2023 
associated with development of the World Bank’s next 
Gender Strategy (2024-2030) to advocate for:  

a. inclusion of a specific focus on gender and poverty;  

b. a pathway and timetable for establishing individual-
level poverty measurement as standard practice;  

c. resourcing a consistent increase in the collection of 
individual-level gender-sensitive poverty data over 
the life of the strategy; and 

d. annual reporting of implementation. 

5. Use engagements with international financial 
institutions (IFIs), such as bilateral meetings, policy 
consultations, and the Annual Meetings of the World 
Bank and International Monetary Fund (9-15 October 
2023), particularly the Development Committee, to 
communicate a shift in expectations regarding 
collection and use of individual-level data on poverty 
and inequality to inform analysis and priorities.   

6. Link a component of funding for IFIs to implementation 
of commitments and recommendations to progress 
individual-level poverty measurement. For example, 

a. Engage with government and civil society in 
Majority World (Global South) countries regarding 
the potential for gender and poverty to be an 
explicit priority in the next International 
Development Association (IDA) replenishment 
cycle, to be finalised at the end of 2024,xxxv and 
the potential to link the level of replenishment 
contributions to data-informed action on gender 
inequality and poverty.  

b. Identify a portion of contributions to the Umbrella 
Facility for Gender Equality to build capacity to 
collect and analyse individual-level, gender-
sensitive multidimensional poverty data. 
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7. Advocate to the Organisation for Economic 
Cooperation and Development (OECD) to undertake 

a. A stock-take of data sources informing countries’ 
social protection systems, to determine the 
availability of data that can be disaggregated by 
gender, age, disability, and other relevant 
individual characteristics, and are underpinned by 
gender-sensitive survey methodology and tools. 

b. A cost-benefit analysis of shifting relevant 
measurement standards towards collection of 
individual-level data including considering the 
benefits of improved disaggregation, visibility of 
vulnerable populations, and accuracy of poverty 
and inequality data.  

8. Establish an independent advisory mechanism to 
strengthen and extend the range and depth of feminist 
economic analysis and advice informing FFP/FIAP 
policy implementation. 

9. Optimise bilateral development cooperation 
programs to: 

a. Resource the production of individual-level gender-
sensitive poverty data, progressively substituting for 
household-level poverty surveys over time. 

b. Combine this with support for strengthening the 
capacity of government and civil society to use this 
data to inform priorities, policies and programming, 
including development of targeted, responsive 
social protection measures to address specific 
barriers contributing to multidimensional poverty.  

c. Invest in initiatives to strengthen the capacity of 
civil society to use gender-sensitive poverty data 
for advocacy and accountability.  

10. Encourage policy-level changes that strengthen 
attention to gender, poverty and inequality, such as: 

a. Integrate commitments to individual-level gender-
sensitive measurement of poverty and inequality 

in development cooperation frameworks as these 
are revised.  

b. In particular, the Australian Government is 
encouraged to use work on a new 
development cooperation policy and a new 
gender strategy in 2023 as an opportunity to 
embed Australia’s commitment to improving 
the availability of gender data and gender-
sensitive poverty data. For example: 

i. Require use of disaggregated data about 
poverty and inequality to inform 
development of new country strategies 
from 2025, or inclusion of such data 
collection as part of multi-year country 
strategies, to indicate a shift in minimum 
measurement standards. 

ii. Support investment in the capacity of 
national statistical systems to collect and 
use gender-sensitive poverty data.  

c. Strengthen requirements to use gender-sensitive 
poverty data to inform routine analysis, priority-
setting, program design, and monitoring and 
evaluation, to drive investment. Where relevant, 
align procurement arrangements with policy 
guidance. 

d. Report annually on the contribution of Australia’s 
development program to advancing gender 
equality and the implementation of specific 
commitments. 

11. Include specific resourcing for national, regional and 
global action to accelerate the availability and use of 
individual-level, gender-sensitive, multidimensional 
poverty data in annual budget allocations, with a 
review point after four years to assess progress and 
future priorities. 
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THE AUSTRALIAN FEMINIST FOREIGN POLICY COALITION  
 

The Australian Feminist Foreign Policy Coalition is diverse network advancing feminist foreign policy in Australia. 
Convened by IWDA, its members work across a range of sectors including foreign policy, defence, security, 

women’s rights, climate change and migration. 
 

Feminist foreign policy is an approach which places gender equality as the central goal of foreign policy, in 
recognition that gender equality is a predictor of peaceful and flourishing societies. This Issues Paper Series aims 

to explore the opportunities and challenges for Australia in applying a feminist lens to a range of foreign policy 
issues, and provide practical ways forward. 
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Annex: Gender and poverty: The lineage of sustained global concern 
 

This Annex, while not comprehensive, notes some important 
touchpoints in the last half century of attention to gender and 
poverty. It illustrates both the sustained global focus, and 
limited implementation. 

Early focus 

Ester Boserup’s pioneering 1970 work, Women’s role in 
economic development, highlighted the sexual division of 
labour, differences in development impact by gender, and 
that many development initiatives not only ignored women 
but undermined their opportunities and agency.xxxvi  

Concern about the relationship between gender and poverty 
was included as an explicit global policy priority at the first UN 
World Conference on Women in 1975. The outcomes 
document noted that “extreme poverty constitutes an obstacle 
to the enjoyment of basic human rights” and that “the most 
underprivileged among women have the same needs as all 
other human beings and have a right to similar dignity and 
respect.” It urged priority be given “to those women who, with 
their families, live under an intolerable yoke of poverty.”xxxvii 

The need to collect more and better data has followed – to 
understand the linkages between gender and poverty, and to 
support effective action. 1995 was an important year in this 
regard, with a number of landmark events: 

1. The United Nations Development Program (UNDP) 
Human Development Report that focused on gender 
and human development. Its key messages were that 
“Poverty has a women’s face,”xxxviii and gender inequality 
was the most persistent of rising disparities between and 
within nations. 

Of the estimated 1.3 billion people living in poverty, more than 
70% are female. This feminization of poverty is the tragic 
consequence of women's unequal access to economic 
opportunities.xxxix  

The report highlighted the wide and persistent gap 
between women's expanding capabilities and limited 
opportunities, and the under-valuation and non-recognition 
of women's work. While naming the feminization of poverty 
narratively, it did not present poverty data disaggregated 
by gender. Nevertheless, the report argued that “Human 

Development, if not engendered, is endangered.” xl  

2. The United Nations Fourth World Conference on 
Women. The Declaration and Platform for Action agreed at 
this conference in Beijing set out core strategic priorities 
and commitments to achieve gender equality. These 
continue to influence global discussions and policy making, 
including at the UN Commission on the Status of Women, 
which retains these as a touchstone in reviewing progress.  

The Beijing Declaration confirmed the commitment of those 
Governments attending to equality, development and 
peace, noted that progress was uneven, poverty was a key 
driver, and that governments were dedicated unreservedly 

to addressing these constraints and obstacles.”xli 

Governments agreed a detailed Platform for Action (BPFA) 
to give effect to 12 strategic objectives and actions. 
“Women and poverty” was the first priority, and the 
“persistent and increasing burden of poverty on women” 
was named as one of 12 critical areas of concern. Poverty 
was described as “a complex, multidimensional problem” 
with various causes “including structural ones” and “origins 
in both the national and international domains.” 

“Transformations in the world economy” were having a 
profound impact on social development in all countries, 
with the increased poverty of women a “significant trend.”xlii 

Gender-insensitive economic policies were identified as 
part of the problem. 

20. Macro and micro-economic policies and programmes, 
including structural adjustment, have not always been 
designed to take account of their impact on women and girl 
children, especially those living in poverty… [T]he plight of 
women living in rural and remote areas deserves special 
attention given the stagnation of development in such areas. 
In developing countries, even those in which national 
indicators have shown improvement, the majority of rural 
women continue to live in conditions of economic 
underdevelopment and social marginalization.xliii  
 

Consequently,  

Macroeconomic policies need rethinking and reformulation to 
address such trends. These policies focus almost exclusively 
on the formal sector. They also tend to impede the initiatives of 
women and fail to consider the differential impact on women 
and men. The application of gender analysis to a wide range of 
policies and programmes is therefore critical to poverty 
reduction strategies... The eradication of poverty cannot be 
accomplished through anti-poverty programmes alone but will 
require democratic participation and changes in economic 
structures in order to ensure access for all women to resources, 
opportunities and public services. Poverty has various 
manifestations, including lack of income and productive 
resources sufficient to ensure a sustainable livelihood; hunger 
and malnutrition; ill health; limited or lack of access to education 
and other basic services; increasing morbidity and mortality 
from illness; homelessness and inadequate housing; unsafe 
environments; and social discrimination and exclusion. It is also 
characterized by lack of participation in decision-making and in 
civil, social and cultural life. xliv 

Women are recognised as “key contributors to the 
economy and to combating poverty through both 
remunerated and unremunerated work.”.xlv  

Reflecting this analysis, the BPFA included a strategic 
objective to “Develop gender-based methodologies and 
conduct research to address the feminization of poverty,” 
with the following specific actions to be taken by national 
and international statistical organisations:  

68 (a) Collect gender and age-disaggregated data on poverty 
and all aspects of economic activity… to facilitate the 
assessment of economic performance from a gender 
perspective; 

3. The World Summit for Social Development (WSSD) 
The WSSD endorsed the goal to eradicate poverty, 
influenced the establishment of this as the first of the eight 
Millennium Development Goals (MDGs, and clearly linked 
poverty eradication and gender equality.  
 

We acknowledge that social and economic development 
cannot be secured in a sustainable way without the full 
participation of women and that equality and equity between 
women and men is a priority for the international community 
and as such must be at the centre of economic and social 
development.xlvi 

The UN Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 
Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW), adopted in 
1979, included in its preamble concern “that in situations of 
poverty women have the least access to food, health, 
education, training and opportunities for employment and 
other needs.xlvii  
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From Beijing to the Millennium Development Goals  

In 2000, 189 member states of the United Nations 
committed through the Millennium Declaration to achieve 
eight key goals by 2015. The Millennium Development 
Goals (MDGs) included Eradicate extreme poverty and 
hunger (Goal 1) and Promote gender equality and empower 
women (Goal 3). However, the poverty target was gender-
insensitivexlviii, and the gender equality target focused 
narrowly, on eliminating gender disparity in education.xlix  

A 2003 UNDP review of 13 national MDG reports noted 
that four identified women as particularly vulnerable to 
poverty with the feminisation of poverty recognised as a 
challenge, but without data in support. Although a 
‘welcome shift’ away from gender-insensitive approaches 
to poverty, UNDP noted that without data or policy 
commitments, “such statements are of little value either as 
entry-points for refocusing the direction of poverty policy or 
as benchmarks for tracking change.l  

The 2005 Report of the UN Millennium Project Taskforce 
on Education and Gender Equality identified gender 
equality as vital for achieving all goals, identified seven 
interdependent strategic priorities, and urged a particular 
focus on three subpopulations of women, including “poor 
women in the poorest countries and in countries that have 
achieved increases in national income.”li 

This work informed a 2006 regional symposium on 
measuring gender equality and harmonising 
indicators, convened by IWDA and funded by the 
Australian Government.lii The inclusion of a strategic focus 
on poor women picked up the Taskforce recommendation, 
and catalysed IWDA’s involvement in an international 
research collaboration from 2008, to identify “a just and 
justifiable measure of poverty that is genuinely gender 
sensitive and capable of revealing gender disparities”.liii 
The resulting world-first individual-level, gender-sensitive 
measure of multidimensional poverty was launched at the 
UN Commission on the Status of Women in 2014 during a 
side event hosted the Australian Government. 

Meanwhile, not unlike the 1995 Human Development 
Report, the 2012 World Development Report: Gender 
Equality and Development described gender equality as 
“at the heart of development”. It recognised the imperative 
to focus on the relationship between gender disparity and 
poverty, and the additional marginalisation when gender 
intersects with other forms of disadvantage.  

For poor women in poor places, sizable gender gaps remain. 
And these disparities are even larger when poverty combines 
with other forms of exclusion, such as remoteness, ethnicity, 
and disability.  

It described the interaction between markets, institutions 
and households as a constraint on progress. 

Gender gaps in productivity and earnings, for example, are 
pervasive. And they are driven by deep-seated gender 
differences in time use (reflecting social norms about house and 
care work), in rights of ownership and control over land and 
assets, and in the workings of markets and formal institutions, 
which work in ways that disadvantage women.liv  

In his foreword to the World Bank’s 2013 Gender at Work 
Report, a companion to the World Development Report on 
Jobs, World Bank President Jim Young Kim confirmed the 
empowerment of women and girls was ‘vital in order to 
achieve our twin goals: ending extreme poverty by 2030 

and boosting shared prosperity. The World Bank Group is 
fully committed to this agenda.’lv 

Shaping the post-2015 agenda 

The Agreed Conclusions adopted by the Commission on 

the Status of Women in 2014, at its 58th session,lvi 

reflected on the achievements and challenges in realizing 
the Millennium Development Goals, and looked forward to 
the post-2015 agenda. The Commission reaffirmed 
international consensus that “the promotion and protection 
of, and respect for, the human rights and fundamental 
freedoms of women... should be mainstreamed into all 
policies and programmes aimed at the eradication of 
poverty” (para 11). It expressed:  

deep concern with regard to Millennium Development Goal 1, 
…that poverty impedes women’s empowerment and progress 
towards gender equality, and that the feminization of poverty 
persists.... The Commission notes that current poverty 
measures do not adequately reflect women’s vulnerability to 
poverty, owing to inadequate data, inter alia, on income 
distribution within households. (para 19) 

…The Commission also recognizes that effective gender-
responsive monitoring of the Goals has been limited owing to 
a lack of investment in and the consistent collection and use 
of reliable, integrated gender indicators, statistics and data, 
disaggregated by sex, age, disability, location and other 
relevant factors, and that goals, targets and indicators, 
including gender-sensitive indicators, are valuable in 
measuring and accelerating progress... (para 37) 

The Commission urged action in five priority areas, including 
addressing data gaps and improving gender statistics:  

Improve systematic and coordinated collection, analysis, 
dissemination and use of gender statistics and data 
disaggregated by sex, age, disability and other relevant 
variables at the national level, through appropriate financial 
and technical support and capacity-building… [D(eee)] 

Continue to develop and enhance standards and 
methodologies, for use at national and international levels, to 
improve data, inter alia, on women’s poverty, income 
distribution within households, unpaid care work, women’s 
access to, control and ownership of assets and productive 
resources, and women’s participation at all levels of decision-
making, including to monitor progress on the Millennium 
Development Goals for women and girls; [D(ggg]) 

The Sustainable Development Goals and leaving no 
one behind 

In 2015, 192 countries endorsed the Agenda for 
Sustainable Development 2030, and 17 interdependent 
Sustainable Development Goals, including ending poverty 
(Goal 1), achieving gender equality (Goal 5) and reducing 
inequalities (Goal 10). The full wording of the poverty goal 
– End poverty in all its forms everywhere – implies and 
requires individual-level, multidimensional measurement to 
track and verify. However, the focus in developing the 
indicator framework was to use approaches with agreed 
methodology and being regularly collected where possible. 
This effectively supported the status quo of gender-
insensitive measurement of poverty and limited incentives 
for methodological innovation such as individual-level, 
gender-sensitive measurement of poverty, that could help 
to verify progress towards the goal.  
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UN Women named the consequences in its flagship 
Progress of the World’s Women Report 2015-16:  

While ‘women’s socio-economic disadvantage is reflected in 
pervasive gender inequalities across many dimensions of 
poverty, the absence of sex disaggregated data makes it 
difficult to establish if women are, across the board, more 
likely to live in poverty than men.lvii  

The overarching commitment to "leave no one behind" in 
realizing the SDGs has underpinned a growing focus on 
disaggregated data. The Interagency Expert Group on the 
SDGs’ dedicated work stream on disaggregation has 
recognised that in some cases, multiple levels of 
disaggregation (e.g., by gender and age) may be needed. 
A focus on strengthening the production of quality data that 
can be disaggregated by sex, age, income and other 
relevant characteristics is also reflected at the regional 
level.lviii  

The report of the 2019 High-level Political Forum on 
Sustainable Development, the annual global meeting to 
review progress on the SDGs, recognised that the 
invisibility of key populations due to data gaps is holding 
back progress, noting that “Investment in data and capacity 
is also needed for the adequate measurement… If the 
most vulnerable are not visible in statistics, there will not be 
appropriate policy action.”lix  

Shifts towards individual-level measurement of poverty 

In 2017, the World Bank convened an invited workshop on 
individual poverty measurement, bringing together 
individuals, institutions and initiatives working on aspects of 
individual-level measurement. This work influenced the 
World Bank’s 2018 Poverty and Shared Prosperity Report, 
with specific chapters looking beyond monetary poverty, 

and looking inside the household, at the situation of poor 
children, women and men, differences in resources and 
poverty within household, and methodological 
considerations.lx 

In 2018, the World Bank and UN Women also 
collaborated on a working paper to explore what can be 
learned about gender differences from existing individual- 
and household-level information, given ‘the absence of 
individual-level poverty data’lxi  

The UN Economic Commission for Europe’s 2017 Guide 
on Poverty Measurement recognised that “Both 
quantitative and qualitative studies have found that 
household‐level variables are not necessarily optimal 

predictors of individual well‐being and poverty status, as 
they ignore gender and other intra‐household inequalities 
(such as those based on age), as well as the possibility 
that non‐earners may be poorer than other earning adults 
in the same household.” It advises that to identify poor 
people, that “different poverty measures, based on 
information collected both at household and individual 
levels, are combined.”lxii 

In 2019 the UN Statistical Division published new 
methodological guidelines on the production of 
statistics on asset ownership from a gender perspective 
(2019). These recognized that “prior research has found that 
most assets are owned by individuals, either solely or jointly, 
thus making individual-level data more revealing than 
household-level data for informing evidence-based policies 
and programmes. Added to this, individual-level data enable 
gender analysis and also analysis along numerous other 
dimensions, such as age or marital status, that are important 
for understanding a range of policy issues.”lxiii  
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