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WHITE PAPER: Women and Poverty
Bahja lives in the small village of Chittagong, Bangladesh with her husband and three small
children, all under the age of five. Married off to her husband at age 15, Bahja only briefly
attended school and can barely read or write. Her husband is a day laborer for a local farm but
does not make enough money to support his family so Bahja spends her days making bamboo
baskets and selling them in town, earning only pennies. She does not have enough money to pay for
her children’s school uniforms and fees. Like Bahja, her two young daughters and son will never
learn to read, continuing the family’s endless cycle of poverty. Though her name means
“happiness,” Bahja and her family have experienced little of it.
On the other side of the world in Mobile, Alabama, Sue struggles with her own gripping poverty. A
divorced mother of two, Sue’s ex-husband refuses to pay child support and government authorities
have done little to enforce the law. Sue is left to feed, clothe and care for her children solely on her
meager factory salary. Sue works hard to ensure her children are always well-groomed and cared
for. No one knows that some nights she can only afford to feed them canned beans and rice and
some nights nothing at all. Sue knows she is capable of more, but her paychecks go towards
immediate necessities and she is unable to save up enough money to attend night school. Sue is
unaware that the men she works with make 20 percent more money and have a greater chance of
being promoted than she does. These men hold the same position as Sue at the factory. If she made
the same amount as they do, she would be able to save enough money to actualize her dreams.
Defining Poverty
Poverty is an all-encompassing condition defined by many characteristics. In addition to a dearth of
food, clothing, shelter or healthcare, poverty also includes a lack of opportunities to improve one’s
economic condition and quality of life. Poverty is most completely defined as “a human condition,
characterized by the sustained or chronic deprivation of resources, capabilities, choices, security
and power necessary for the enjoyment of an adequate standard of living and other civil, cultural,
economic, political and social rights.” 1
Of the eighty percent of the global population that lives on less than $10 a day, 2 2.7 billion
individuals live below the poverty line of $2 a day. Almost half of these individuals (1.4 billion)
live in abject poverty, on less than $1.25 a day. 3 Every day, one billion people go to bed hungry. 4
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Additionally, of the 2.2 billion children in the world, one billion live in poverty and 25,000 die each
day as a result of poverty. These children “die quietly in some of the poorest villages on earth, far
removed from the scrutiny and the conscience of the world.” 5
Poverty is a vicious cycle. It limits an individual’s access to resources (jobs, education, healthcare,
etc.) and is thus difficult to overcome. Additionally, those living in poverty are more susceptible to
abuse, violence, exploitation and discrimination, which perpetuates their circumstances. This cycle
practically guarantees that impoverished children will grow up to be impoverished adults and the
cycle repeats when they then have children of their own.
The effect of poverty goes far beyond individual suffering: it affects families, communities,
countries and the world. Development cannot occur in countries where large parts of the population
are denied their basic human rights and are unable to be productive members of society. 6 Poverty
also exacerbates worldwide issues of migration, refugees and international crime such as human
trafficking. For both humanitarian and practical reasons, ending poverty must be a priority for the
global community.
The “Feminization of Poverty”
Poverty is caused by a variety of factors, including the unequal geographical distribution of raw
materials and resources, unequal access to education and employment, corrupt governments, war,
disease, natural disasters, economic trends, and the competitive global economy (which creates
opportunity for some while depriving others). However, for women, these factors are exacerbated
by social and institutional discrimination and a denial of basic human rights. 7
It is well-known and tacitly accepted that the first article of the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights – all human beings are born free and equal in dignity and rights – is often not applied to
women. Worldwide, women are denied the opportunities necessary to improve their economic and
social condition, including basic human rights. In all parts of the world, regardless of class or race,
women continue to be viewed as the inferior gender, incapable and undeserving of the same rights
as men. This discrimination and denial of human rights leads to the “feminization of poverty,” the
phenomenon in which women represent a disproportionate percentage of world’s poor. 8 Of the 1.4
billion people worldwide living in abject poverty (less than $1.25 a day), 70 percent are women. 9 In
America, 13 percent of adult women live in poverty and constitute 59 percent of all American
adults in poverty. 10
Interestingly, very few countries or international organizations track poverty by gender since
poverty is principally measured by its economic dimension based on household surveys. A United
Nations (UN) study released by the Department of Economic and Social Affairs argues that
“reliance on such data, however, has proved inadequate for capturing differences in poverty among
women and men since it focuses on poverty estimates for households rather than on those for
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individuals. Such estimates do not readily show gender differences in patterns of distribution of
food, income and the like, nor do they reveal the experience of poverty by individual women and
women within households.” 11 Indeed, such differences in patterns are at the basis of the
feminization of poverty, which is characterized and perpetuated by the following eight factors:
1. Women lack access to education: The connection between the lack of access to education
and poverty cannot be overstated. In order to attain secure work and build a better quality of life,
an individual must have access to education. Unfortunately, many women and girls are denied
such access. Of the 93 million out-of-school children worldwide, 55 percent are girls. 12
Similarly, of the 776 million adults (16 percent of the world’s population) who lack basic literacy
skills, two-thirds are women. 13
Sexist cultural values that exclude women from economic and political participation also
constitute the most deeply-entrenched and widespread barrier to girls access of education. In
such societies, parental preference for the education of boys over girls is particularly prevalent. 14
In many countries, education of girls is not seen a worthwhile investment: a World Bank Gender
and Development Group report stated that families do not invest in girls’ education because there
will be little return due to a dearth of employment opportunities for women. Families with
limited resources may not want to invest the money for tuition, uniforms or materials for girls.
Furthermore, girls may be responsible for household chores or forced into early marriage.
Finally, in some areas there is a real concern for girls’ safety if the school is far away or the
community is unsafe. 15 As a result, on average there are nine or fewer girls in primary school for
every 10 boys. 16
Poverty exacerbates gender inequality and breeds unequal access to education. A World Bank
Gender and Development Group report pointed out that “inequalities between boys and girls in
access to education and healthcare are greater among the poor than among those with higher
incomes.” 17 A United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) report found similar results:
“Educational deprivation and poverty go hand in hand. Gender disparity in education is
significantly greater for children living in poverty. Thus, girls are in double jeopardy, affected by
both gender and poverty.” 18 For these girls, it is nearly impossible to escape the cycle of poverty.
Lack of education also makes girls more susceptible to other risk factors for poverty. According to
UNICEF, uneducated girls are also more likely to get married at a young age, experience unwanted
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or early pregnancy, become infected with HIV/AIDS, and die in childbirth than an educated
woman. They are also more vulnerable to abusive relationships and more likely to be lured into
prostitution and human trafficking. Additionally, an uneducated woman’s children are more than
twice as likely to die or be malnourished than children of mothers who have secondary or higher
education. 19
By contrast, access to education results in the reduction of infant, child and maternal mortality and
women’s increased social and economic participation. 20 For these reasons, the United Nations’
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) asserts that girls’ education is “the
best investment for reducing poverty, improving health and ensuring social well-being.” 21
Furthermore, educated women are far more likely to see the value of educating their children
(especially girls). 22 This link between mother and child’s education can be seen in South Asia,
Latin America and the Caribbean, where children of unschooled mothers are at least 2.5 times more
likely to be out of school than those whose mothers have some education. In some countries, this
gap is even greater, such as in Venezuela (4.8 times as likely), Suriname (4.4 times as likely), and
India (3.3 times as likely). 23 Therefore, the benefits of educating a woman expands generations and
has the potential to break a family out of the cycle of poverty, if not during the woman’s lifetime,
than during that of her educated child.
2. Women earn less money than men. 24 In 2009 the International Trade Union Confederation
(ITUC) surveyed 300,000 women and men in 20 countries and found the global gender wage gap to
be 22 percent. 25 In the United States, the gender wage gap (19 percent) can exist even if men and
women are doing the same job and have the same education and experience. Out of the 19 countries
with membership in the OECD (Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development), the
U.S. is ranked third (after Austria and Switzerland) for the largest gender earnings gap. Though
equal pay for equal work has been U.S. federal law since 1963, women continue to be paid less than
men and the gender wage gap persists. Based on the median earnings of full-time, year-round
workers, women’s annual earnings are $35,745 while men’s are $46,367. 26 It is estimated that the
gender wage gap costs the average full-time U.S. woman worker between $700,000 and $2 million
over the course of her work life. 27
The gender wage gap differs greatly among countries. Italian and Hungarian women are fortunate
to experience a small gender wage gap at 1.3 percent and 2.2 percent respectively. France, Denmark
19
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and Iceland each have around a 12 percent gap. Canada and the United Kingdom share a similar
gap with the United States at around 20 percent. Korean and Japanese women are subject to the
steepest gender wage gaps at 38.8 and 30.7 percent respectively. 28
These calculations and similar studies are based solely upon statistics of full-time workers. 29
Gender wage gaps would be significantly larger if workers in the informal sector, part-time
workers, and non-paid workers were considered, since women constitute the majority in these
sectors. Particularly in the developing world, women’s access to paid, full-time employment is
more restricted than men’s since women and girls are denied opportunities and access to resources,
such as education. As a result, women are more likely to be engaged in precarious, low-paid,
unprotected work and work in the informal economy, which provides little financial security and no
social benefits. Women are also overrepresented in part-time jobs, which similarly have little
security and few opportunities for advancement. 30
Women may also be forced to choose lower paying or part-time positions because of their
additional responsibilities at home. 31 These responsibilities often keep women at home and out of
the workplace completely. Cultural values perpetuate the stereotype that women are not as adept as
men and that their true role is in the home as caretakers. As a result, a vast majority of the work
women do is unpaid: taking care of the household, subsistence farming and, most importantly,
serving as caregivers to children and the elderly. The UN estimates that globally women’s unpaid
care is worth up to 11 trillion dollars annually. 32 A woman’s time spent as an unpaid caregiver
restricts her ability to perform paid work or to migrate to higher paying jobs. Not having a paid job
also makes her economically dependent on someone else.
3. Women lack access to quality healthcare. In general, the world’s poor receive less healthcare
than wealthier individuals. This is primarily due to the lack of accessibility and affordability of
healthcare in developing nations. Developing nations account for 90 percent of the global burden of
disease yet only 12 percent of global spending on health. Developed nations annually spend $3,039
per capita on health, about 100 times more than developing countries, which send around $30 per
capita annually. 33
Since women constitute the majority of the world’s poor, many women, especially in developing
nations, do not have access to health information, healthcare or assistance from trained medical
professionals. In addition, affordability of medical care and medicines remains a major hurdle in
many developing and developed countries, where women do not have the income for drugs and
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treatments. 34 Until women worldwide are provided with access to quality healthcare, women will
continue to constitute the majority of the world’s poor. Women have special health needs that if
unaddressed can threaten both their lives and livelihoods, keeping them trapped in the cycle of
poverty.
HIV/AIDS is the leading cause of death and disease among women of reproductive age (15 to 49
years of age) worldwide. Of the 33.3 million people living with HIV/AIDS globally, over half are
women. HIV/AIDS is in many ways seen as a poverty issue since conditions of poverty spread
HIV/AIDS and in turn, the growing HIV/AIDS crisis increases poverty. 35 If untreated, HIV/AIDS
can be extremely debilitating, limiting an individual’s productivity and creating a vicious cycle of
illness and poverty. 36 Many poor HIV-positive individuals are unable to afford antiretroviral
treatment (ART), which inhibits the reproduction of HIV in the body. While 76 percent of the
world’s 16.6 million HIV-positive women live in sub-Saharan Africa 37 , only three percent of these
women have received ART due to its high cost. 38 ART allows individuals living with HIV/AIDS to
maintain not only their health but also their productivity: individuals receiving ART are able to
continue to earn an income and provide for themselves and their family. However, those who
cannot afford treatment are unable to escape the devastating effects of the disease and therefore also
unable to escape the devastating effects of poverty, as their illness prevents them from working.
Complications during pregnancy and childbirth are another leading cause of death and disability
among women of reproductive age in developing countries. 39 Globally, 210 million women become
pregnant each year and up to 15 percent of all births are complicated by a potentially fatal
condition. Fortunately, almost all complications are treatable when there is a skilled attendant
present to recognize problems early and to intervene and manage the complication. However,
nearly half of the world’s women give birth at home alone or with only a friend or relative to help
since they have limited access healthcare services. 40 Such services are often nonexistent in
developing nations. As a result, 99 percent of the half a million maternal deaths that occur each year
occur in developing nations. 41 Of those who survive birth, a large number will experience obstetric
fistula, a hole in the birth canal which occurs from obstructed labor and is particularly prevalent
among young mothers with underdeveloped birth canals. According to the World Health
Organization, between 50,000 to 100,000 women worldwide develop obstetric fistula each year,
and more than two million young women currently live with untreated obstetric fistula in Asia and
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sub-Saharan Africa alone. 42 Along with constant incontinence, untreated obstetric fistulas bring
shame, ostracism from one’s husband, family and society as well as other health problems.
Obstetric fistula is preventable and can largely be avoided by delaying the age of a woman’s first
pregnancy, the cessation of harmful traditional practices such as female genital mutilation and
timely access to obstetric care. 43 While most obstetric fistulas can be repaired with a relatively
simple operation by a trained physician, most women do not have access to such services.
According to the UN Population Fund, Mozambique (population 17 million) has just three surgeons
who consistently perform this operation, and Niger (population 11 million) has only six qualified
surgeons. It is estimated that more than two million Asian and sub-Saharan African women live
with obstetric fistula. 44 These women, shunned from society, often do not have any means of
providing for themselves and are trapped in poverty as a result.
Seventy percent of women worldwide have been forced or coerced into having unprotected sex. 45
Many of these women lack the health education to know the risks involved since reproductive
health services, including information about sexually transmitted diseases and family planning
services, fall short in many countries, both developed and developing. Furthermore, cultural and
social stigmas prevent women who have experienced sexual abuse or have contracted a sexually
transmitted disease from seeking medical care. 46 Additionally, an estimated 215 million women
globally would like to delay or avoid pregnancy but do not have access to the contraceptives to do
so. If this need were met, up to 53 million unintended pregnancies and 150,000 maternal deaths
could be prevented each year, and maternal deaths due to unsafe abortion would be reduced by 82
percent. 47 The proliferation of HIV/AIDS and other sexually transmitted diseases among women
would also decrease dramatically. These women, with improved health and autonomy over their
reproductive choices, would have greater access to those resources which could lift them from
poverty.
4. Women and girls experience a disproportionate amount of violence. Violence against women
and girls is a problem of pandemic proportions. In all countries of the world and in all socioeconomic classes, women are the primary victims of physical and sexual violence. “Deeply rooted
in discrimination and inequality between men and women,” 48 violence against women is one of the
most widespread human rights violations in the world. This violence takes many forms: domestic
violence in the home, sexual abuse and harassment of girls in schools, sexual harassment at work,
or rape by husbands, strangers, in refugee camps or as a tactic of war. 49 The United Nations
Development Fund for Women (UNIFEM) estimates that at least one in every three women
globally will be beaten, raped or otherwise abused during her lifetime. For women between the ages
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of 15 and 44, acts of violence cause more death and disability than cancer, malaria, traffic accidents
and war combined. 50
Domestic violence occurs in intimate partner relationships when women are verbally, physically or
sexually abused by their current or former intimate partners. Intimate partner violence is becoming
more prevalent in teen relationships, as 57 percent of teens reported knowing someone who has
been verbally, physically, or sexually abusive in a dating relationship. 51 The patterns and signs of
teen dating violence tend to mirror those exhibited in adult abusive relationships. 52 According to a
National Violence Against Women survey, in the United States alone, an estimated 5.3 million acts
of domestic violence occur each year against women 18 and older. 53 Domestic violence has
financial ramifications for its victims. In the U.S., domestic violence results in around $975 million
in lost wages for victims just in days missed from work. Lower productivity and absenteeism
prohibits domestic violence victims from receiving raises and pay increases and can even cause
them to lose their jobs. These women are often trapped in low paying jobs because of this lower
productivity and as a result of losing jobs frequently. 54 Many also feel trapped in their relationship
since they do not have an adequate paying job and do not feel that they would be capable of caring
for themselves and their children if they left their abusive partner.
Women and girls comprise of approximately 79 percent of all human trafficking victims, with the
majority (79 percent) trafficked for sexual exploitation. 55 While all women are vulnerable to
trafficking, certain women and girls are especially vulnerable. Traffickers prey on women and girls
who are in precarious situations and positions of need. These include impoverished and drugaddicted women, and runaway girls. Women are often tricked into trafficking through offers of
legitimate work, and runaways are highly susceptible to the false love and support proffered by
traffickers and/or pimps. Many young girls and women are also sold into slavery by their poor
families. In all cases, poverty contributes to the vulnerability of women and girls.
Studies have shown that education, particularly secondary education, can serve as a “protective
factor” for girls and women from gender-based violence. 56 Countries with higher secondary school
enrollment for girls tend to have lower levels of violence against women. 57 However, because girls
are often denied access to education they are also denied access to this “protective factor,” making
them susceptible to violence in addition to being poor and uneducated. This combination of risk
factors inevitably makes escaping poverty nearly impossible.
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There is growing concern that the widespread loss of jobs as a result of the global financial crisis
will exacerbate violence against women. A four-country study of the impact of the Asian financial
crisis in 1997 documented increases in crimes of all types, including domestic violence and sexual
assault. Similar findings are reflected in recent reports from shelters and hotlines in some countries.
A May 2009 survey of more than 600 domestic violence shelters across the United States found that
three out of four reported an increase in women seeking help for abuse since September 2008, when
the economic downturn became serious. 58 In addition, the National Domestic Violence Hotline
released data in 2009 showing a link between financial stress, the current economic crisis and
domestic violence. Of the victims who called the hotline during the six-week study, 54 percent
reported a change in their household’s financial situation in the past year. 59
Considered to be the most pervasive human rights violation today, violence against women
devastates the lives of countless women. 60 In addition to the physical trauma experienced,
survivors of violence often experience significant physiological trauma including post-traumatic
shock disorder, anxiety, depression, suicidal inclinations, fear or paranoia, and decreased selfesteem. 61 These conditions impact survivors’ ability to live normally and can have profound
impacts on their relationships and careers.
5. More households are headed by women. Nearly one-third of all households worldwide are
headed by women. In certain parts of Africa and Latin America, as many as 45 percent of
households are female-headed. 62 In the U.S., approximately 84 percent of the 13.7 million singleparent households are headed by women while just 16 percent are headed by men. 63
Many single parents who act as the head of their household struggle to balance work and family
responsibilities. Regardless of whether a single parent has joint-custody of her/his children or
receives child-support from the other parent, they are the primary source of income for their
household and the primary caregiver for their children. Single parents do not have the benefit of a
partner with whom to share these responsibilities, as well as other everyday responsibilities. It is
thus doubly difficult for them to balance work-family life and more important for them to have a
reliable source of income.
However, fewer single mothers are gainfully employed than single fathers, and of these employed
single mothers, a significant percentage are employed only part-time or part-year. In the U.S., only
79.5 percent of custodial single mothers are gainfully employed (49.8 percent work full time year
round and 29.7 percent work part-time or part-year) while 90 percent of custodial single fathers are
gainfully employed (71.7 percent work full time year round and 18.4 percent work part-time or
part-year). 64 Additionally, many single mothers do not receive assistance from the father of their
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children. In 2007, only 31 percent of female-headed families in the U.S. reported receiving child
support payments during the previous year. For young, never-married mothers, it is especially
difficult to collect child support because many of the fathers are also young and receive very low
wages. 65
The disparity in employment between single mothers and fathers, the gender wage gap that
inevitably affects employed single mothers, and the fact that many single mothers do not receive
child support contribute to the high rate of poverty amongst female-headed households. In 2010,
31.6 percent of American households headed by single women were poor, while 15.8 percent of
households headed by single men and 6.2 percent of married-couple households lived in poverty. 66
In Canada, 51.6 percent of single-mother families live below the poverty line. 67
The ongoing global economic downturn that began in 2007 has impacted all countries and
populations. However, female-headed households with mothers who are solely responsible for
maintaining the economic security of their families have been especially impacted. Nearly one
million single mothers in the U.S. are out of work and their families are suffering as a result. 68
According to a report by the U.S. Joint Economic Committee, “today’s family cannot afford to have
either parent out of work, much less a single mother who is the sole breadwinner of the
household.” 69
6. Women are disproportionately impacted by disasters. On average almost 250 million people
each year are affected by environmental disasters, the vast majority of them climate related such as
hurricanes, droughts and floods, and earthquakes. 70 Millions more are impacted by war and armed
conflict. Both environmental disasters and war result in death, disability and displacement, and
have the ability to stall development. As a result of gender discrimination and their lack of access to
resources, women are especially impacted by environmental disasters and acts of war.
Women’s assumed responsibilities as caregivers make them less able to adapt to disasters.
Caregivers are responsible not only for themselves, but also for the people they care for, and have
limited mobility and options before, during and after disasters. Caregivers are less able to evacuate,
particularly if they lack the financial resources necessary to evacuate multiple people. If housing is
destroyed and families are moved to refugee camps or temporary shelters, the “domestic burdens of
caring for dependents increases at the same time that economic burdens increase,” 71 making the
situation even more difficult for female caregivers. Furthermore, as men migrate away in search of
work or to participate in war, the number of female-headed households increases and these burdens
fall directly onto the shoulders of women.
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During and after disasters, women and girls suffer from a heightened risk of physical and sexual
violence. After environmental disaster strikes or during conflict, as surviving male relatives migrate
away for work or to fight in war, many women and girls are left alone and are increasingly at-risk
for sex trafficking or sexual assault, which is often used as a weapon of war. 72 The prevalence of
domestic violence also increases in the aftermath of a disaster due to the stress and economic
uncertainty. Lack of adequate reporting procedures in the midst of the chaos of disaster recovery
and conflict make it difficult for authorities to effectively track cases of rape, trafficking, and
domestic violence and apprehend perpetrators. 73 Many cultures ostracize rape victims, making postdisaster readaptation including finding a job extremely difficult.
Additionally, women often lack access to formal jobs, transportation, communication systems and
secure housing, and constitute the majority of those working in agriculture and in the informal
economy, which constitute low-paying jobs with little or no security and benefits. These areas are
hardest hit by disasters. As a result, women make up the majority of the unemployed postdisaster. 74
7. Women are more severely affected by climate change. Many women in developing nations are
responsible for securing water, food and fuel for cooking and heating the home, and are dependent
on local natural resources to secure these necessities. The effects of climate change, including
drought, uncertain rainfall, increased prevalence and ferocity of environmental disasters,
deforestation and the global food crisis, make it harder to secure these resources. The social
obstacles women face, including limited access to economic resources and decision-making,
compound the challenges of climate change. 75
The change in weather patterns that accompanies climate change is one of the primary causes
behind the global food crisis. An April 2008 report from the UN indicated that food prices had risen
55 percent from since June 2007, including an 87 percent increase in the cost of rice, a food staple
for much of the world’s poor. 76 The spike in food prices in 2008 took the total number of hungry
people to over a billion, a sixth of the world’s population. In January 2011, world food prices
reached a new historic peak, exceeding prices reached during 2008. The food price hikes have
pushed millions of people in developing countries further into hunger and poverty. 77 Before the
food crisis, an estimated seven out of 10 of the world’s hungry were women and girls. Since women
have less access to credit, property rights, education and employment than men, and are often the
heads of their households, they are hit hardest with price changes such as those accompanying the
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food crisis. 78 According to the Food and Agricultural Organization, “sudden increases in food
prices would have negative repercussions in particular for poor households and vulnerable groups,
particularly women and female-headed households, which tend to be particularly exposed to
chronic and transitory food insecurity.” 79
8. Women live longer than men. More than 70 percent of all elderly persons living in poverty are
women. One of the main reasons behind this astonishingly high percentage of impoverished elderly
women is that fact that women live longer than men by a margin of four to 10 years in developed
nations and six to eight years in the developing countries. 80 As a result, women constitute the
majority of elderly populations around the globe. Currently, women outnumber men by an
estimated 66 million among those 60 years of age or older. Among those aged 80 years or over,
women are nearly twice as numerous as men, and among centenarians, women are between four
and five times as numerous as men. 81
Since women live longer than men, women need to spread their resources over a longer period of
time. 82 This can be very difficult for elderly women, however, who have fewer savings and receive
fewer social benefits than men. Elderly women in the U.S. receive an average annual income of
$15,615 compared to $29,171 for men. 83 This difference in income is reflective of the gender wage
gap and women’s care giving responsibilities: “Social Security benefits for older women are often
lower than for their male counterparts, due typically to lower wages and extended workforce
absences necessitated by family caregiving and other responsibilities.” 84 Therefore, the wage
discrimination and care giving responsibilities inflicted upon women in their earlier years makes
them more susceptible to poverty in their later years. This susceptibility is exaggerated in
developing nations where women typically experience a lifetime of working in the informal
economy or at home as an unpaid caregiver.
Interestingly, more than half of elderly widows now living in poverty were not poor before the
death of their husbands. 85 Elderly women often outlive their spouses and constitute 80 percent of
elderly persons living alone. They are thus primarily responsible for maintaining their households
on whatever savings they have or pensions they receive. The global economic and financial crisis
brought about sharp reductions in the value of pension funds in many countries in the world,
causing retirement savings to contract substantially in both more developed and less developed
countries. 86 This has translated into significantly reduced assets upon which older persons –
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especially older women who already enter their older years with a financial deficit – can rely for
their retirement years. 87
Looking Towards the Future
The Millennium Development Goals have a special focus on women. It is clear that a myriad of
local, national and international factors cause and perpetuate poverty for women and girls. In order
to eradicate poverty, these issues must each be addressed in an integrated fashion. Focusing on one
aspect of poverty while ignoring others will not be successful in the long run. For example, creating
jobs without having an educated workforce, improving education without improving girls’ access to
education, or providing healthcare without improving sanitation will not provide long-term poverty
relief. Similarly, without addressing women’s rights and elevating the status of women around the
world, efforts to alleviate global poverty will fail.
In 2000, the UN proposed the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) as a strategy to end
extreme poverty by 2015. At the September 2000 United Nations’ Millennium Summit, 189
member states signed the Millennium Declaration agreeing to combat global poverty and reduce
economic inequality through the eight MDGs: 1) to end poverty and hunger, 2) ensure all boys and
girls complete primary school, 3) promote gender equality, 4) reduce the number of children dying
before the age of five, 5) reduce the number of mothers dying in child birth, 6) stop the spread of
deadly diseases such as HIV/AIDS, 7) protect the environment, and 8) ensure access to clean
water. 88
The third goal focuses specifically on women: promote gender equality. However, it has been
widely argued that the issue of gender equality is not limited to this single goal and “without
progress on the quality of life of women, none of the goals can be achieved.” 89 For example, as
highlighted in UNICEF’s State of the World’s Children 2004 report, the positive impact of
educating girls is dramatic: as mothers, educated women are more likely to have healthy children,
and more likely to ensure that their children, both boys and girls, complete school. 90 Educating
mothers can also reduce child mortality. One study of 25 countries found that providing mothers
with just one to three years of schooling would reduce child mortality by about 15 percent. 91
Furthermore, investing in women’s education affects a country’s gross national product. A 2001
World Bank study found that the gross national product is lower in countries where there is a large
disparity between male and female primary and secondary education. 92
Indeed, as long as social, cultural and economic barriers keep women from attaining their basic
human rights, global poverty cannot be eradicated. It is clear that investing in women and girls is
the answer. According to the State of the World’s Children 2007, “the most important catalysts for
change are women themselves.” 93 Microcredit collectives and loan groups recognize this fact and
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have learned that targeting women provides the desired results: providing women with microloans
to improve their economic condition has had a dramatic impact on the lives of the women recipients
as well as their families and local communities. 94
The Gender and Development Group correctly points out that the goals of the MDGs for women
are not new. They support both the 12 critical areas of the 1995 Beijing Platform for Action and the
Convention to End All Forms of Discrimination against Women. However, the MDGs give
quantitative, time-bound targets for action, which had before been absent. 95 Such targets are critical
to actualizing the goals. According to the 2011Mellenium Development Goals progress report,
since their introduction in 2000, “the MDGs have helped to lift millions of people out of poverty,
save lives and ensure that children attend school. They have reduced maternal deaths, expanded
opportunities for women, increased access to clean water and freed many people from deadly and
debilitating disease.” 96 Nonetheless, some targets continue to be missed despite ongoing efforts and
overall progress. Many of these missed targets regard the MGDs for women and girls.
As already stated, women have been especially impacted by the global economic and food crises,
war, climate change and recent disasters such as those in Pakistan, Haiti, and Japan, which may
account for the fact that these goals have been missed. In 2010 as the global economy began to
recover, unemployment began decreasing for both men and women across the globe. “However, the
unemployment rate for men declined faster than that for women. This trend – combined with the
fact that women’s unemployment rates already exceeded those of men – suggests that the gap
between women and men in many regions will not close any time soon.” 97 In regards to education,
many areas of the world struggle to achieve gender parity—particularly in Southern Asia, subSaharan Africa, and Western Asia. This seems to become increasingly difficult to achieve in higher
education levels. Interestingly, however, a few regions see more girls than boys in secondary
education – Eastern Asia, Latin America, and the Caribbean – and in tertiary education – Caucasus
and Central Asia, Latin America and the Caribbean, and South-Eastern Asia. 98
To end the feminization of poverty, a collective change in attitude is needed. The knowledge
and resources exist to achieve the MDGs by 2015. Unfortunately, many governments in both the
developed and developing world lack the political will to put these issues on national and global
agendas. 99 While it is the responsibility of all governments to protect the basic human rights of their
citizens, including women, it is unfortunately not a priority for many governments. Compounded
with the global economic and food crises, the lack of interest in alleviating the plight of women has
seemed to have only increased and women worldwide continue to be denied their basic human
rights as a result. Though many international organizations and governance groups have stepped in
to assume this responsibility, programs to combat poverty and support the MDGs can only achieve
modest success without effective governmental institutions to push for and maintain their progress.
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A 2000 UN Development Programme report argued that “responsive and accountable institutions of
governance are often the missing link between anti-poverty efforts and poverty reduction.” 100
International organizations have recognized that helping a woman extends beyond aiding a single
individual and has profound social, public health, and economic benefits. A briefing paper for the
2002 Earth Summit stated that the “economic well-being of any society cannot be achieved if one
group is massively under-privileged compared to the other. Nor can an economy be called healthy
without utilizing the contributions and skills of all members of society.” 101 Similarly, UNICEF’s
2007 State of the World’s Children reports that “gender equality produces a double dividend: it
benefits both women and children…Without it, it will be impossible to create a world of equity,
tolerance and shared responsibility.” 102
However, women should be lifted from their second class position in society and finally be awarded
their human rights on the basis that they are human, not because of what it will do for society at
large. Nongovernmental organizations, international organizations, governance groups and
governments across the world must recognize that this collective change in attitude is the necessary
basis for all anti-poverty efforts and is the only thing that will result in long-term poverty reduction.
How Soroptimist Works to Alleviate Poverty for Women
Soroptimist is an international volunteer organization for business and professional women who
work to improve the lives of women and girls in local communities and throughout the world.
Clubs undertake a number of different projects to confront local realities facing women. Many of
these projects help to lift women out of poverty by providing education, micro-enterprise
opportunities and job skills training. As an organization, Soroptimist supports women through the
following programs:
Soroptimist Women’s Opportunity Awards—The Women’s Opportunity Awards program is
Soroptimist International of the Americas’ major project. The awards improve the lives of
disadvantaged women by giving them the resources they need to upgrade their education, skills,
and employment prospects. Each year, Soroptimist clubs in 19 countries and territories assist
women in overcoming personal difficulties and improving their lives through education and skills
training. The women, who provide the primary source of financial support for their families, may
use the cash award to offset any costs associated with their efforts to attain higher education,
including books, childcare and transportation. Club recipients become eligible for additional cash
awards at other levels of the organization, including three $10,000 finalist awards.
Many Women’s Opportunity Award recipients have overcome enormous obstacles in their quest for
a better life, including poverty, domestic violence, and substance abuse. Each year, more than
$1.5 million is disbursed through awards at various levels of the organization to help women
achieve their dreams of a better life for themselves and their families. Since the Women’s
Opportunity Awards program began in 1972, it is estimated that $25 million has been disbursed and
more than 25,000 women have been assisted. In 2007, the Women’s Opportunity Awards received
the Summit Award from the ASAE & The Center of Association Leadership, its highest honor,
bestowed on associations that implement innovative community-based programs.
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Soroptimist Violet Richardson Award—Named for the president of the first Soroptimist club, the
Soroptimist Violet Richardson Award honors girls who are making a difference through volunteer
efforts. Each year, Soroptimist clubs honor girls who donate their time and energy to causes that
make the community and world a better place—such as working to end discrimination and poverty,
assisting women and children who are victims of domestic violence, or mentoring young girls. The
program begins on the Soroptimist club level, with club recipients becoming eligible for additional
awards at other levels of the organization. One winner is chosen to receive a finalist award, which
includes a contribution of $2,500 to the charitable organization of the recipient's choice.
The Soroptimist Violet Richardson Award supports girls in their volunteer efforts with the hope
that they will feel more self-confident and empowered to continue to pursue their interests and
dreams. By doing so, the Violet Richardson Award helps keep these young girls on the trajectory
towards success and empowerment.
Soroptimist Club Grants for Women and Girls—Soroptimists work to improve the lives of
women and girls in their communities and throughout the world. Often the abilities and ambitions
of clubs exceed their financial resources. Soroptimist introduced the Soroptimist Club Grants for
Women and Girls in 1997 to assist with community projects that improve the lives of women and
girls. Each year, grants are given to clubs working on projects that help foster economic
independence. Projects provide women with job skills training and education, and provide women
with the resources necessary to move themselves and their families out of poverty. For the 20112012 club year, SIA received 78 grant proposals requesting more than U.S. $525,000 in funding.
Twenty-eight projects were awarded a total of US$175,000 in funding. Since the program’s
inception, nearly $2 million has been awarded and clubs have assisted more than 100,000 women
and their families. Recent projects include providing resources for immigrant women fleeing
domestic violence; funding a micro-enterprise artisan project for low-income women; providing
reproductive health services for women in poverty; and teaching marketable job skills to girls with
disabilities. In 2007, the Soroptimist Club Grants for Women and Girls won the Associations Make
a Better World Award for US-based associations.
Many Soroptimist Club Grants for Women and Girls recipient projects provide poor women with
skills, training and resources to move out of poverty. SI/Canoas, Brazil received a 2011-2012
Soroptimist Club Grant for $10,000 to establish a professional empowerment and training course to
50 women between the ages 18 and 24 who are in vulnerable social and economic situations.
SI/Novato, CA also received a grant which the club will use to help a local transition house which
provides support to homeless women and their children. The grant will be used to purchase
appliances for the house’s new kitchen and bolster the Life Skills Program on health and nutrition.
SI/Curitiba-Gloria, Brazil will use their $7,500 grant to start a cooking school for women and
teenage girls without job qualifications who are survivors of domestic violence or sexual abuse, and
who are vulnerable to drug trafficking and prostitution. SI/Makati, Philippines will use their grant
to provide career training classes to the women of Malibay, one of the poorest regions in the
Philippines. These women are often economically dependent on their spouses which can lead them
to be trapped in abusive relationships. Through the training classes, the women will achieve access
to economic independence.
Soroptimist Disaster Grants for Women and Girls—Soroptimist reaches out to women and girls
before, during and after disasters by providing financial assistance to regions affected by natural
disasters or acts of war. SIA is pleased to join with Soroptimist International of Europe to increase
the scope and impact of the Soroptimist Disaster Grants for Women and Girls. Women and girls are
hardest hit by acts of war and natural disasters, and poor women and single mothers—who are often
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the poorest of the poor--are especially vulnerable. Many poor women lack the necessary resources
to escape acts of war and natural disaster, and because of pre-existing poverty and gender
inequality, are less able to recover their losses and rebuild their lives after disaster has struck.
Because relief efforts targeted to women are often overlooked during a crisis, and because women
and girls have special needs in times of crisis and disaster, Soroptimist Disaster Grants for Women
and Girls support projects that specifically assist women and girls.
Clubs can apply for disaster relief grants for local areas hit by natural disasters or warfare. In the
2010-2011 club year, four grants were given to clubs or regions totaling $65,875. Additionally, in
the wake of the earthquake that devastated Haiti in January 2010, Soroptimist donated $60,000 to
two organizations to support reconstruction projects that benefit women and girls. In the aftermath
of the 9.0 magnitude earthquake and resulting tsunami that hit Japan in March 2011, Soroptimist
made an immediate $10,000 donation to The Iwaki Fureai Support Center, an organization that
works with domestic violence victims in Iwaki City, Fukushima prefecture. The funds were used to
repair the badly damaged facility so that it could reopen to assist abused women in need of shelter
and support services. Three clubs also received Soroptimist Disaster Grants for Women and Girls
totaling nearly $60,000 to benefit women and girls affected by the disaster in their local
communities.
Live Your Dream—Launched in conjunction with International Women’s Day (March 8), the
Soroptimist Live Your Dream campaign inspires women from all walks of life to live their dreams
and encourages them to pass on their good fortune to others. Soroptimist programs enable
women and girls to live their dreams and create positive change for themselves and their families.
The Live Your Dream website features many stories about inspirational women, as well as provides
tools for women everywhere to begin or continue living their dreams.
Soroptimist International of the Americas is a 501(c)(3) organization. Since 2004, Soroptimist has
received the Pennsylvania Association of Nonprofit Organizations (PANO) Seal of Excellence for
its successful compliance with the Standards for Excellence program.
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