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FOREWORD

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

No institution has more universal and personal
significance to each of us than the family. Families
are places of love and nurturing where we can go
for support and nourishment, especially in times of
hardship or conflict; where we may bear and raise
children, and care for those in need.

Although the experience of family life is essentially
universal, families themselves do not take one form,
and nor should they. Across the world, we see families
where two parents take care of young children, but
we also see households that include grandparents
and other relatives, women raising children on their
own, and individuals and couples who have chosen to
be child-free. Our societies are simply unimaginable
without families, in all their rich diversity.

At the heart of this Report is a recognition of the vital
importance of families to our cultures and economies,
balanced by the knowledge that, all foo often, they are
also places of violence and discrimination for women
and girls. The shocking pervasiveness of infimate
partner violence means that statistically, home is one
of the most dangerous places to be for a woman.

We have seen great progress on eliminating
discrimination against women in laws, however it is
no accident that family laws have been the slowest to
change, given that they govern matters like women'’s
rights to choose who and when to marry, provide the
possibility of divorce if needed, and shape women'’s
access to family resources.
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Families can be ‘make or break’ for women and girls,
which means that governments have a particular
responsibility to safeguard women'’s and girls’ rights,
not only in the public sphere, but in the home too.

To do so, this Report outlines a comprehensive family-
friendly policy agenda to bring equality and justice
home. It spans violence prevention and response,
family law reform, investments in public services,
especially reproductive healthcare, education and
care, and social protection. We show that these
policies are vital, effective and affordable.

With this Report, we are calling on governments,
civil society and the private sector to recognize
the diversity of families, and to work together

to implement the proposed policy agenda to
advance women'’s rights and ensure that all
families can flourish.

Phumzile Mlambo-Ngcuka
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FAMILIES IN A CHANGING WORLD

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The world is rapidly changing. Families, and the role
of women and girls within them, are also changing.
Today, there is no ‘standard’ family form, nor has
there ever been. In order for laws and policies to
support families and meet the needs of all their
members, they must evolve and adapt. Progress of
the World’s Women assesses the scale and scope of
transformations in family life, and their implications
for gender equality and women’s empowerment.

Drawing on the best available data from around the
world, this Report proposes a comprehensive agenda
for key policy actors - including gender equality
advocates, national governments and international
agencies - fo make human rights a reality for all women
and girls, no matter what kind of family they live in.

Today there are many indications that women are
increasingly able to exercise agency and voice
within their families. These include the rising age
of marriage; greater social and legal recognition
of a diversity of partnership forms; declines in birth
rates as women are better able to choose whether
and when to have children, and how many; and
women’s increased economic autonomy. These
transformations are both causes and consequences
of largescale demographic changes, dramatic
shifts in women and girls’ access to education and
employment, ideational and normative changes,
and legal reform, often driven and inspired by
women's activism.

This activism and a strong reaffirmation of human
rights values are needed more than ever, in a
confext in which backlash against the gains that
have been made is growing stronger by the day.
Concerted efforts to roll back the achievements

of many decades of work for gender equality, by
those who deny women the right fo make their own
decisions, have recently been cloaked in the rhetoric
of ‘family values’. In reality, the proponents of these
views have not only sought to undermine women'’s
rights, but have simultaneously adopted policies that
erode the conditions that enable families and their
members to thrive.

Families can be make or break for women
and girls

Families are a key building block of societies, without
which communities and economies could not function.
It is through families that people share resources such
as housing and income, look after those who are sick
and frail, and reproduce, nurture and care for the
next generation. Families can be places of love and
affection, and pivotal for each member’s sense of
identity and belonging.

However, within families, women and girls too often
face violence and discrimination. Over their lifetimes,
around one in three women can expect to experience
physical or sexual abuse at the hands of an intimate
partner. In some countries, girls are not able fo inherit
property, while in others, women are required by

law to obey their husbands, their voices stifled and
their agency eroded. The recognition of families as

a contradictory space for women and girls is at the
heart of this Report.

The inequality, discrimination and disadvantage
that women and girls can face in their family lives
and relationships are neither natural, nor inevitable.
Therefore, the urgent challenge for policy-

makers, activists and people in all walks of life, is

to transform families into a home for equality and
justice, a place where women and girls can exercise
voice and agency, and where they have economic
security and physical safety.

Unlocking progress on the Sustainable
Development Goals

Ensuring that families are places of equality and are
free from discrimination is essential for the achievement
of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Meeting
SDG 5, gender equality and the empowerment of all
women and girls, for example, demands the elimination
of violence and an end to harmful practices; ensuring
women have access to economic resources, including
through equal inheritance rights and equality in family
laws; and promoting shared responsibility for the
provision of unpaid care and domestic work, which falls
disproportionately on women'’s shoulders.
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To ‘Ensure healthy lives and promote well-being for all’
(SDG 3), women need access to reproductive healthcare
and family planning; to ‘Ensure inclusive and equitable
quality education and promote lifelong learning
opportunities for all’ (SDG 4), girls must be able to delay
marriage and complete their schooling; to ‘Promote
sustained, inclusive and sustainable economic growth,
full and productive employment and decent work for

all’ (SDG 8), family-friendly policies and workplace
regulations must be in place, including those that enable
women and men to combine care-giving with paid work.

Implementing the family-friendly policy agenda
outlined in this Report has the potential to create
synergies and unlock progress across generations,
both on gender equality and on sustainable
development more broadly. In order to tailor and
apply this agenda to national and local contexts,
policy-makers need to understand how gendered
power relations enable or constrain women'’s rights
in families; and recognize the diverse and changing
nature of family forms.

WOMEN NEGOTIATING COOPERATION AND

CONFLICT IN FAMILIES

This Report approaches families as institutions where
both cooperation (solidarity and love) and conflict
(inequality and violence) coexist (see Figure 1.2).!

It draws on insights from feminist economics to explain
how unequal outcomes within families are influenced

by family members’ unequal bargaining power, for
example in the sharing of resources or the division of
unpaid care and domestic work, and proposes solutions.

In addition to the role of earned income in enabling
women fo negotiate for their rights within families,

the Report also highlights the valuable contribution

of social support systems (e.g. community groups or
women'’s rights organizations), state-based entitlements
(e.g. social protection systems and legal services) and
progressive social norms.2 Understanding families in this
way, how do women and girls fare within them?

More resources in (some) women’s hands
Progress is notable in women’s increased access to
resources, through earned income, social protection,
and asset ownership. This has triggered some shifts in
the balance of power within the home, giving women
greater economic security and weight in decision-
making processes, and helping them buffer their
families from economic privation.

Yet even in developed countries where women'’s gains
have been more sweeping and sustained, those who
live with a male partner still generally contribute less
than half of the family income and accumulate an even
smaller share of its wealth.® ‘Motherhood penalties’

in the form of reduced employment rates and a pay
gap between women with and without children are

a persistent problem.* Moreover, in a world where
weadalth and assets are increasingly concentrated

and controlled by a fraction of the global population,
women'’s gains have been uneven between countries,
and among different groups of women.® Lone-mother
families are much more likely fo live in poverty than
two-parent families, because they lack income
protection from a second earner (see Figure 4.7).%

But care-giving remains strongly
feminized

While overall, women’s access fo economic
resources has improved, the distribution of unpaid
care work remains very unequal. Compared to men,
women do three times the amount of unpaid care
and domestic work within families, with particularly
stark inequalities in developing-country contexts,
where access to time-saving infrastructure and
public services is more limited.”

In many regions there is a stark care deficit, in

which the needs of children and older persons in
particular are not matched by institutionalized care
services. When professional care is unavailable or
unaffordable, women and girls are expected to fill
the gap, which either reduces their tfime for schooling,
paid work and rest, or results in care needs being
neglected. This dynamic has negative consequences
for women'’s ability to access decent paid work, as
well as for their own mental and physical health.
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... even when women migrate

In an increasingly globalized world, and one in which
forced displacement is on the rise, many families
negotiate their members’ sustenance and care at

a distance. While families, communities and states
increasingly rely on women'’s ability and willingness
to migrate and generate income, men do not always
take responsibility for the care of dependents back
home. Indeed, migration underscores the extent to
which women’s roles as care providers within families
endure; in a mother’s absence, grandmothers and older
daughters often step in to assist in dependents’ care.

When families migrate together—which they are

not always able to do—they have uneven access to
social protection and public services. Such gaps are
particularly acute for migrants with irregular status,
and in contexts of humanitarian crisis.

Violence against women and girls persists
The darkest manifestation of conflict within
families is violence against women and girls.
Following decades of feminist activism, violence
in the family has been recognized as a public
concern rather than a private issue. There now
exist laws, action plans, protection and support
services, and a growing number of violence
prevention measures.

Despite these efforts, violence against women and
girls in families persists at astonishingly high rates
throughout their lives and across world regions.
Violence in the family is frequently lethal: in 2017,
an estimated 58 per cent of all female victims of
intentional homicide were killed by a member of
their own family, amounting to 137 women killed
each day.?

FAMILIES TODAY: CHANGING AND DIVERSE

Families foday do not take a single form, nor did they
in the past. Based on the latest available global data,
the Report documents the significant diversity in
family structures and relationships that exists across
regions, within countries, and over fime.

Taking the household as a unit of analysis, a little over
one-third of households globally (38 per cent) consist of
a couple with children of any age (see Figure 2.2).° Even
these households are far from homogeneous, as they
vary by income level, for example, or the age difference
between children. Almost two-thirds of all households
take a different form, and among these, nearly one third
(27 per cent) are extended households that may include
grandparents, aunts or uncles, for example.

Lone-parent households, 84 per cent of which globally
are lone-mother households, and households composed
of heterosexual or same-sex couples without children,
are also common in many regions.” In ageing societies,
single-person households are increasingly prevalent.

What explains variation in family composition across
regions, and within countries? Differences in public
policies, social norms, demographic shifts and
employment patterns all play a role.”

Changes in intimate partnerships

Over the past three decades, significant changes
have occurred in whether, when, and with whom
women and men form intimate partnerships.
Women and men across all world regions are
delaying marriage.”? This has enabled women to
complete their education, gain a stronger foothold
in the labour market, and support themselves
financially.®

Cohabitation is on the rise, and in some regions,

an increasing number of women are opting out of
marriage altogether. These decisions can arise out of
necessity as much as choice when the cost of setting
up a family for some couples is too high." It can also
reflect women'’s growing reluctance to enter into
partnerships in which they are expected to take on a
subordinate role.

Arise in divorce rates has been one of the most
visible features of family change in most regions
since the 1980s.” The liberalization of divorce laws
in some developed countries has led to lower rates
of suicide by women, lower incidence of reported
domestic violence and fewer instances of women
being murdered by their spouses.'
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Yet increases in divorce and separation can also give
rise to other forms of vulnerability for women. Ending
a relationship typically entails far more adverse
economic consequences for women than for men.”
All too often, women lose access to marital assets,
resources, or even child custody.

Women'’s voice and agency in reproductive
matters

Childbearing is one of the central pillars of family
life, and one in which great transformations

are occurring. All over the world, birth rates are
declining, albeit at different rates across regions.

On the one hand, this shift indicates that women are
exercising greater agency and voice in decisions
regarding whether and when to have children, and
how many. In practical terms, smaller families can

be less costly fo maintain, and women’s care and
domestic work burden within them may be smaller.

On the other hand, declining birth rates in some
regions also indicate that women and men may be
having fewer children than they desire. Couples

may be limiting the number of children they have in
response to economic conditions that make child-
rearing financially challenging or because in the
absence of quality long-term care services, they also
have older parents to care for. Women may also
choose to have fewer children because men still do not
do their fair share of unpaid care and domestic work.

Understanding both the gender dynamics of families,
and the diversity of forms they take across regions, over
time, and even within women and men’s own lifetimes,
are essential bases for policy-making.

WHAT ROLE FOR PUBLIC ACTION?

The relationship between families, economies and
governments is a symbiotic one: each needs the other
to flourish and to achieve stable and prosperous
societies. Well-functioning markets and states need
families to produce labour, buy goods and services,
pay taxes, and nurture productive members of
society. Yet the contributions that families make are
not infinitely elastic. Treating them as a ‘bottomless
well, on which the private and public sectors infinitely
draw, can have dire consequences for families and
their individual members. Austerity, stagnating
wages, conflict, and accelerating climate change
make it especially difficult for families to sustain
themselves; in this context, supportive communities,
markets and states are all the more imperative.”®

States have a special responsibility to support
families, as a result of their human rights obligations.
More than 70 years ago, the Universal Declaration

of Human Rights (UDHR) recognized families as

a fundamental unit of society, one which requires
protection and assistance.” In international law, the
protection of the family is intrinsically linked to the
principle of equality and non-discrimination, especially
with regard to marriage.?® The Convention on the

Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against
Women (CEDAW) makes clear that family relations
must be read in light of this principle (article 16).
Applying it to the family context implies that all laws,
policies and practices regarding the family should be
undertaken without discriminating against individual
members of the family or against any form of family.

CEDAW also contested the artificial separation of the
‘public’ from the ‘private’ sphere and made clear that
States have as much obligation to ensure human rights
are fulfilled in the ‘private’ world of marriage and family,
as they do in the ‘public’ world of markets and politics.?

Additional conventions evoked in this Report provide
a legal framework and detailed policy guidance on

a comprehensive set of social, economic and cultural
rights, including the obligation to ensure that all couples
and individuals have the right ‘to decide freely and
responsibly the number, spacing and timing of their
children’ (ICPD Programme of Action);? the obligation
to eradicate violence against women and girls in all
its manifestations, including within families (CEDAW
General Recommendation 35);* and the obligation to
protect the rights of the child (CRC).?*
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While this Report identifies governments as the
principal actors, duty bearers, and champions of
gender equality and women'’s rights, other key agents
of change also have a role to play. Chief among these
are women'’s rights and feminist organizations, which

have historically been a major engine of change,
often building alliances with labour unions, faith
organizations, and the private sector, to change and
implement laws and policies that advance gender
equality within and outside the family.

FAMILIES IN A CHANGING WORLD

The chapters that follow provide a thematic
assessment of women'’s rights and family life in foday’s
changing world. They provide empirical research

and statistics to show how demographic, social and
economic dynamics are impacting family life and what
this means for gender equality; and policy analysis to
guide gender equality advocates in governments and
civil society on how to respond.

Chapter 1: Why families? Why now? Elaborates the
Report’s analytical framework, and its grounding
in human rights, providing a broad-brush picture
of change and continuity. The chapter gives

an historical perspective on the patriarchal
foundations of families, and an overview of the
geographical variations in family structures and
dynamics. It identifies some of the transformations
that have been witnessed in family life, including
the diversification of partnership forms, the
de-linking of sex from biological reproduction,

the end of the male breadwinner model, the
commodification and globalization of care, and
changing inter-generational contracts.

Chapter 2: Families: Continuity, change and
diversity provides the empirical grounding

for the Report’s central claim that families are
diverse. Bringing together the best available
global, regional and national data, the chapter
provides an authoritative overview of what is
known about families in today’s world. It reviews
evidence on changes in fertility and childbearing,
partnership formation and dissolution, and
women’s living arrangements. Key challenges and
recommendations for improving data collection on
families from a gender perspective are identified.

Women'’s voice in intimate relationships is the focus of
Chapter 3: Family formation and women’s choices.

The chapter looks at the factors that enable or
constrain women'’s ability fo enter partnerships of their
choosing, if and when they want; how control over
reproductive choices shapes their rights, voice and
agency within partnerships; and the conditions under
which women can leave unsatisfactory relationships,
and re-partner if they wish. The chapter identifies key
areas for public action so that women can enjoy more
gender egalitarian relationships, including reform of
family laws, and investments in family planning and
secondary education.

The importance of women'’s financial independence,
whether through earnings, assets or entitlements to
social protection, is demonstrated in Chapter 4: An
income of her own. The chapter reviews evidence

of progress in women'’s control over resources and
its unevenness across countries and social groups,
but shows that gender inequalities remain deeply
wired into the dynamics of family life. Women who
are single as a result of separation, divorce or
widowhood, including lone-mother families face
particular deficits both in terms of time and money,
and a higher risk of poverty compared to two-parent
families. The chapter outlines a supportive policy
framework, including a universal social protection
system, to empower women and men to sustain
their families in an increasingly unequal and volatile
world and in the face of shifting demographic and
family structures.

Families’ role in providing care and nurturing people—
whether young or old, healthy or frail—is taken up in
Chapter 5: Caring families, caring societies. Across
diverse contexts, primary responsibility for the care

of children and adults is assigned to women, often

as a non-negotiable part of being a mother, wife or
daughter. The chapter explores gender and other
inequalities in the provision of unpaid care, and
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how these arrangements are impacted by social
norms, socio-economic and demographic factors
and public policies. An approximation of care
needs is provided, to show how families in diverse
setftings seek to respond to these needs. Enhanced
public investment in care-related services that are
accessible, affordable and of adequate quality is
needed, to complement the care that families and
friends provide, while ensuring decent employment
conditions for care workers.

The question of why families are such a conducive
space for violence against women is central fo
Chapter 6: When home is where the harm is.
Acknowledging the alarming breadth of forms of
family-related violence that women and girls are
targeted for, the focus here is on intimate partner
violence, elucidating multiple factors associated with
its prevalence, including the cultural devaluation
of women, the impunity for perpetrators of
intimate partner violence, and the naturalization of
masculinist hierarchy and men’s dominance over
women. The chapter explores the multiple factors
that trigger men’s ‘retreat into the physical’ as part
of the search for the wide range of policies and
programmatic interventions needed to prevent
such violence in the first place, and to deal with its
consequences where it occurs.

The impact of migration on family life and women'’s
rights is the subject of Chapter 7: Families on the
move. For women, the decision to migrate may be
driven by a variety of reasons - to escape conflict,
violence, or restrictive social norms, or to secure a
better future for themselves and their children. While
migration can open up new opportunities for women,
the chapter shows that it often requires families to
navigate a complex web of policies and regulations,
which tend to reinforce existing inequalities, on the
basis of gender, socio-economic class, and family
form. These regulations can also weaken women'’s
bargaining power in families, for instance by tying
women’s migration status fo a resident or citizen
spouse, or by restricting access to public support in
cases of violence. To respond to these challenges, the
chapter highlights key social and economic policies
that can ensure that the human rights of migrant
women and their families, irrespective of their legal
status, are protected.

Policy insights from across the chapters are brought
together in Chapter 8: Recommendations to bring
equality home. There are two mutually reinforcing
ways that States can support the realization of human
rights within diverse families: by setting norms and
laws for gender equality in family life to create a level-
playing field; and by providing support, resources

and services to enable families to thrive, care for and
nurture their members. These two broad areas are
elaborated through eight recommendations:

1. Establish family laws that recognize diversity and
promote equality and non-discrimination.

2. Ensure high quality, accessible public services to
support families and gender equality.

3. Guarantee women'’s access to adequate,
independent income.

4. Support families to care by providing, time, money
and services.

5. Prevent and respond to violence against women
in families.

6. Implement policies and regulations that support
migrant families and women'’s rights.

7. Invest in gender-sensitive data on families and
households.

8. Ensure resources are in place for family-friendly
policies.

As outlined in recommendation 8, the implementation
of this policy agenda will require political will and

the investment of resources. The Report includes a
summary of a specially commissioned costing analysis
to demonstrate that implementing a basic package
of family friendly policies is feasible and affordable.
Such investments have significant pay-offs for women
and girls, for families and for society. They would build
children’s human capabilities, safeguard the dignity
and human rights of people with disabilities and older
persons, and create decent employment opportunities
for women and men in the care sector. Importantly,
these investments would provide some of the key
foundations for a vision for families as a home for
equality and justice-a place where women and girls
can exercise agency and voice, and where they have
economic security and physical safety.
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Families are a fundamental building block of our changing world.
Supporting them through family-friendly policies, to ensure that each
individual can thrive and achieve their potential, is essential for creating
peaceful and prosperous societies.

Human rights instruments provide a strong framework for women’s and
girls’ rights in families based on the principles of equality and non-
discrimination, the right to live a life free from violence, and the best
interest of the child.

Patriarchy is strongly inscribed in laws and social norms, and despite
progress, it is still in evidence in many countries, for example where
women are denied equal inheritance rights, or equal rights to confer their
nationality to children.

Families are contradictory spaces for women. They are a site of love,
nurturing and solidarity; but also the place where women are most likely to
experience violence and discrimination.

Family relationships are often characterized by ‘cooperative conflict’: while
there are gains from cooperation, women'’s individual interests may be at
odds with their male relatives, and limited alternatives mean that they have
to bargain for their fair share, often accepting compromises, at the expense
of their own rights and well-being.

Families are not isolated from other institutions, nor can they act as shock
absorbers: when economies fail, or public services are cut, women take
on the additional work to ensure the well-being of families. But women'’s
resources are not infinitely elastic and require support.
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1.1 INTRODUCTION

The world over, families are a fundamental unit of
society, one with enormous significance for individuals
and also for economies. It is often through family
relations that people share resources such as housing
and income, look after those who are sick and

frail, and reproduce, nurture and care for the next
generation. Equally importantly, though less tangibly,
family life is a common site of love and affection and
is pivotal for women’s and men'’s sense of identity,
belonging and purpose. This is not to say that families
are automatically benign or egalitarian. Nor are

they isolated entities, able to sustain their members
without supportive communities, markets and states.!
Social and cultural norms, laws, economic and social
conditions, and public policies all contribute to and
shape the rights and responsibilities of family members
vis-a-vis one another, especially those who are
married or in a union, as well as intergenerationally.

Individual rights, however, have historically

been delivered to men as ‘heads’ of families with
considerable power and control over the labour and
lives of women and children, while responsibility

for the care and nurturance of family members

has been assigned to women.? Gender equality
requires a more equal division of both rights and
responsibilities. It requires equal command of
resources (e.g. income, time, care), equal voice

in family decision-making and equal recognition
and respect.? This concern for equality extends

well beyond formal legal equality fo encompass
substantive equality, ensuring that women can enjoy
the same rights and freedoms as men.*

Human rights principles—most notably, equality

and non-discrimination—provide the compass for
changing laws, policies and social norms to enable
women'’s substantive enjoyment of their rights in
families, which include not only civil and political
rights but also economic, social and cultural rights.®
These rights are indivisible and interdependent, in the
sense that civil and political rights cannot be secured
without guaranteeing economic, social and cultural
rights, and vice-versa. Where women have secure
and equal rights to family property or an income of

their own, for example, they are also likely to have
greater voice in household decision-making.®

That said, there are limits to what families, even
egalitarian ones, can do when they are stripped of
socio-economic support and a conducive normative
and legal environment. It is unrealistic and risky

to assume that family members can provide an
unlimited supply of care for one another, especially
when much of this work continues to fall on the
shoulders of women and girls.” To be able to provide
care and sustenance for their members, families
require a range of inputs: decent jobs and viable
livelihoods, social protection systems and public
services that are accessible, affordable and meet
quality standards. Without such inputs, those who
are privileged will transmit their privileges to their
children, while others, despite their best efforts, will
face an uphill struggle. Creating societies where
everyone'’s rights can be realized requires collective
action, not least the responsibility for everyone to pay
their fair share of taxes in order to finance and build
inclusive public services, infrastructure and social
protection systems. In the absence of such solidaristic
systems, families become a key transmitter of
inequality from one generation to the next.

Families foday are at the forefront of many
challenges. They are torn apart in the midst of
protracted conflicts, humanitarian crises and
population movements that are increasingly
regulated by migration and refugee policies that
undermine family life. These shocks come on the
heels of a lingering global recession, reinforced by
austerity measures that have wreaked havoc on
people’s livelihoods and eroded some of the social
policy support that families, particularly women,
received.® Women and men, together or separately,
are compelled in many countries to leave their
children behind as they migrate either domestically,
to neighbouring countries or further afield in search
of a living. In many other contexts, low earnings mean
long working hours that leave very little time for rest
and care, let alone leisure and family life. This is the
context within which this Report is set.
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Chapter overview

To provide a wider perspective on the subject of families,
this chapter begins with a broad-brush account of
diverse family systems around the world and some of the
important legal reforms that have weakened, though not
yet eradicated, their patriarchal features and practices.
Section 1.3 then lays out the conceptual and normative
framing of the Report. This sees families as contradictory
sites for women'’s rights as there is both cooperation

(solidarity and love) and conflict (inequality and violence).

It also identifies key human rights principles that can
support and accelerate gender-responsive changes in
laws and policies that better reflect the needs of women
in diverse families. Section 1.4 highlights some of the
most prominent legal, socio-economic and demographic
changes that are impacting the achievement of gender
equality, cross-referencing subsequent chapters that
delve more deeply and draw policy lessons. Finally, the
chapter outlines key elements of a family-friendly policy
agenda with gender equality at its heart.

1.2 LOOKING BACK: PATRIARCHIES PAST AND PRESENT

The family (see Box 1.1 on definitions) is an institution
that has historically been a stronghold of patriarchy
and embodied men'’s social power and domination
over women. Patriarchy in its wider definition means
“the manifestation and institutionalization of male
dominance over women and children in the family
and the extension of male dominance over women in
society in general” It has been inscribed in laws and
social norms across large swathes of the world during

periods of state-building and Western colonization.™
The Napoleonic Code, Muslim personal status laws

in all their diversity, the Hindu code bills and Anglo-
American common law, among others, have all upheld
men’s power to control property and their wives’ public
activities and to act as the legal guardians of their
children. Women were obliged to obey their husbands,
had limited access to divorce and, in many traditions,
fewer inheritance rights than men."

BOX 1.1 HOUSEHOLDS AND FAMILIES: OVERLAPPING BUT DISTINCT

The terms ‘family’ and ‘household’ are often used interchangeably but they refer to distinct entities.

The family is a universal social institution based on human needs and activities linked to sexuality,

reproduction and daily subsistence. Its members share a social realm defined by relations of kinship,

conjugality and parenthood. It is a microcosm of productive, reproductive and distributive relations

with its very own power structure as well as strong ideological and emotional components. In it, there

are shared or collective tasks and interests, yet its members also have their own differentiated interests

rooted in their location in productive and reproductive relations, as well as in the system of gender

relations.”? Beyond actual social relations, the family also functions as an “ideology of relatedness that

explains who should live together, share income and perform certain common tasks.””

The household is a unit of residence comprised of one or more individuals who reside together and who

share resources linked to the daily reproduction of life, including shelter and food, as well as some social

activities. Very often people who reside together (in a household) are related by ties of kinship and marriage

and hence are also part of a family. Indeed, census and household survey data from 86 countries and areas

show that only 2.0 per cent of households are composed of non-family members, attesting to the importance

of family and kinship relations in defining living arrangements (see Chapter 2)."* But family members may

also reside in different households, sometimes separated by long distances, as in the case of transnational

families (see Chapter 7). Census and household survey data—and thus the statistics cited in most research and

policy documents, including this Report—generally relate to households, while qualitative research, including

ethnographic studies, are better able to capture family relations that cut across households.
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The patriarch, as the ‘head’ of the family (pater
familias), enjoyed various prerogatives, both legally
and in practice: in decision-making; in control over his
wife’s and children’s activities, labour and mobility;
and in considerable sexual privilege, including in

the form of polygyny in some instances and sexual
double-standards in many others.™

Patriarchy, however, is neither static nor monolithic. As
feminist historians have argued, it is important to trace
“the various forms and modes in which patriarchy
appears historically, the shifts and changes in its
structure and function, and the adaptations it makes to
female pressure and demands.”®

Varieties of patriarchy

Patriarchal relations persist all over the world, in
developed and developing countries, although they
are diverse in form, reach and level of intensity.”
Researchers in developing contexts in particular
have drawn attention to some of the key differences
in patriarchal family and kinship structures. Each
family system, as they have shown, has distinct
principles underpinning inheritance and descent,
marital practices and organization of work. Together
these different rules and practices set the structural
constraints within which women strategize and
exercise agency.'®

The area from Northern Africa to Bangladesh, for
example, includes regions with widely different
economies, histories, cultures and religions.
Nevertheless, they share some common family
characteristics: kinship is predominantly patrilineal
(i.e. with male descent and inheritance), post-marital
residence tends to be patrilocal (i.e. the couple
seftles in the husband’s home or community) and
households are organized on the basis of strong
conjugal bonds. Cultural rules prescribe male
responsibility for economic provisioning in return for
female caregiving (and obedience). There is a strong
premium on female chastity that tends fo constrain
women'’s participation in the public domain.” These
older norms have been considerably altered by legal,
socio-economic and demographic changes as well as
feminist advocacy for women'’s rights, but they have
not disappeared and still colour both cultural ideals
and actual practices, though not uniformly so.?°

A somewhat different and less rigid set of gender
relations characterizes the kinship systems in South
India and South-Eastern Asia. Here too households
are organized on the basis of conjugal bonds, but
a greater degree of public mobility is allowed for
women. This translates into women'’s higher rates
of employment, whether in agriculture, marketing
or manufacturing, and greater responsibility for
managing their household’s finances. Kinship
patterns tend to be more bilateral, with women
having some rights of inheritance, greater flexibility
in their marital residence and continuing interaction
with their natal kin after marriage.”

These two family systems are often contrasted

with the much weaker cohesiveness of the conjugal
unit in Sub-Saharan Africa, the Caribbean and
parts of South America.?? Sub-Saharan African
kinship systems, in particular, despite considerable
infra-regional differences, provide a degree of
relative autonomy for women: typically, women

are responsible for their own and their children’s
upkeep, with varying degrees of assistance from
their husbands; they have some degree of access to
and control over their own plots of land; and where
polygamous unions are prevalent, especially in
West Africa, women and men often have their own
separate household budgets.?

Convergence or diversity of family forms
The theme of diversity also stands out in sociological
studies of the family. The American sociologist,
William J. Goode, who studied family patterns in
major world regions in the 1950s, predicted that

with industrialization, family patterns would change,
kinship ties would weaken, and there would be a
convergence toward the ‘Western nuclear family’
model (i.e. married couple with children). Although
his work still stands as a major accomplishment, his
convergence hypothesis has certainly proven wrong.?
The 1950s-style Western nuclear family is now widely
recognized to have been short-lived, even in Europe
and Northern America.?® That particular family model
“began to crumble” shortly thereafter, as divorce
rates rose rapidly in the 1960s and 1970s, birth rates
plunged, the proportion of births outside of marriage
rose and married women with children moved into
the labour force in large numbers.? Throughout the
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West, “marriage held a more dominant position in
family life at mid-century than before or since.”?”

Nor have family patterns in other world regions
converged toward a uniform family form. Fifty years on,
as Chapter 2 shows, households containing a couple
with children of any age account for just over one

third (38 per cent) of all households globally. This is a
significant proportion, but undermines the assumption
that the two-parent with children family form is the
norm everywhere.?

A little over three decades after Goode’s global study,
an equally encyclopedic study of family patterns
across the world by Goran Therborn concluded that
there is little evidence of global convergence: “All the
main family systems of the world have changed over
the past century, but they are all still here.”?

The slow retreat of patriarchy: continuity
and change

While there has been no convergence towards a
single family form, family systems have undergone
considerable change. Over the course of the

20" century, many countries revised their family

laws to eliminate discrimination against women.
Legal reforms were sometimes propelled by wars,
revolutions and anti-colonial movements, as in China
where the victory of communism “meant a full-scale
assault on the most ancient and elaborate patriarchy
of the world.”*° In many other contexts, the presence
of women's rights movements, which forged alliances
with other social movements, and the consolidation
of international norms on human rights and the
elimination of discrimination against women, helped
compel progressive policy-making on issues such as
violence against women, participation in decision-
making and workplace equality.”

At a time when arranged marriages were stfill dominant
in large parts of Asia and Africa and prevalent in
Eastern Europe, and when a significant number of
states in the United States still prohibited inter-racial
marriages, the words of the 1948 Universal Declaration
of Human Rights (UDHR) were revolutionary: “Men

and women of full age, without any limitations due to
race, nationality or religion, have the right to marry and
to found a family ... They are entitled fo equal rights

as to marriage, during marriage and its dissolution ...
Marriage shall be entered into only with the free and
full consent of the intending spouses.”?? Among the early
international conventions on women'’s rights drafted by
the Commission on the Status of Women (CSW) were the
Convention on Nationality of Married Women (1957) and
the Convention on Consent to Marriage, the Minimum
Age for Marriage and Registration of Marriages (1962).
Needless to say, neither cohabitation nor same-sex
relationships were within the purview of international
conventions at the time.

At the global level, the achievements of women’s
rights movements, consolidated in the historic
Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of
Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) and other
agreements, showed that human rights are as
important in the ‘private’ world of marriage and
family as they are in the ‘public’ world of markets and
politics. In doing so, CEDAW contested the artificial
separation of the ‘public’ from the ‘private’ sphere.®
The Convention in turn inspired local coalitions to
mobilize around the reform of discriminatory family
laws and provisions in civil and criminal codes to
recognize the harms done to women regardless of
who the perpetrators are. Despite such questioning
and important legal and social reforms, the notion
of ‘separate spheres’ persists to this day, limiting
definitions of rape as a crime and the types of work
recognized as economically valuable.®

Challenges to the heteronormative (heterosexual as
‘normal’ or preferred) basis of families have come
more recently as greater numbers of people, especially
among younger cohorts, have shown their acceptance
of same-sex partnerships and marriage in a range

of countries across Europe and Northern America as
well as in parts of Latin America and the Caribbean
and Asia. Decades of social science research has

also shown that sexual orientation is not an important
predictor of quality parenting, paving the way for

full joint adoption by same-sex couples in some
countries.*®* These legal, normative and social changes
are a salutary reminder that not only have the forms
and definitions of the family been changing, but so too
have ideas about marriage and sexuality that have
long provided the rationale for them. These ideas and
definitions remain contested and divisive.
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Patriarchy’s staying power: remaining
legal enclaves

Patriarchy, or the law of the father/husband, may

have been “the big loser of the 20 century,”*® but legal
equality between women and men is yet to be achieved
anywhere. This can be clearly seen by looking at three
critical areas of law that affect women'’s rights: equality
between daughters and sons to inherit family property,
equality between women and men to pass on their
nationality fo their children, and the criminalization of
marital rape (see Figure 1.1). The momentous changes
of the last century notwithstanding, family laws covering
189 countries and spanning a 10-year fime span
(2009-2017) still reflect an incomplete and uneven
picture marked by many patriarchal legal enclaves.?”

With regard to gender equality in the inheritance
of family property, a long-standing demand of
women’s movements in many parts of the world,
daughters and sons are still freated unequally in
more than one in five countries for which data are
available. This is particularly so in the Northern
Africa and Western Asia, Sub-Saharan Africa and

AREAS OF LAV, 2018

Can a married woman confer
citizenship to her children in the
same way as a married man?

Do sons and daughters have
equal rights to inherit assets
from their parents?

Does legislation explicitly
criminalize marital rape?
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Source: UN Women calculations using data from the World Bank 2018e.
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Central and Southern Asia regions.?® Given the
continuing significance of agriculture in many
regions, discriminatory inheritance laws constrain
women'’s rights fo land and become an impediment
to their well-being and autonomy, a theme further
discussed in Chapter 4.

The second example of legal inequality captured

in Figure 1.1is a woman’s inability fo pass her
nationality to her children. By 2018, in 13 per cent

of all countries with data, married women could

not confer their nationality to their children in the
same way that married men could; legal inequality
was particularly entrenched in the Northern Africa
and Western Asia region, where more than half of
the countries (54 per cent) did not meet equality
standards.* This infringement is debilitating since
in most countries access to employment and
entitlements to public services and social protection
are conditional on nationality. It is also particularly
concerning as increasing numbers of women and
men migrate and set up families in places other than
their countries of origin.

HICV[N=RRN PROPORTION OF COUNTRIES WITH OR WITHOUT LEGAL EQUALITY IN SELECTED

40 50 60 70 80 90 100

Percentage

Notes: A subset of 185 countries and territories, instead of the full sample of 189 is used due to data gaps regarding equal rights with respect to inheritance rights.

The data are current as of 1 June 2017.
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In many societies, deeply entrenched social norms
exist around male sexual entitlement and women'’s
presumed consent to all sexual activity within
marriage. Despite feminist protests in the 19" century,
men had a legal right to sex within marriage in
Western jurisprudence until the 1970s.4° By 2018,

as shown in Figure 1.1, only 42 per cent of countries

(77 out of 185) have explicit legislation criminalizing
marital rape. Of the remaining 108 countries, 74

have provisions in place for women tfo file a criminal
complaint against their husbands for rape. This

leaves 34 countries (out of 185) where marital rape

is not criminalized nor can women file a criminal
complaint in the case of rape by their husbands.
Furthermore, 12 countries (out of 185) still retain clauses
exempting perpetrators of rape from prosecution if
they subsequently marry the victim, which is highly
discriminatory and in conflict with human rights
standards. In several countries, including more recently
Jordan, Lebanon, State of Palestine and Tunisia,

public awareness campaigns and advocacy efforts

by women's rights organizations have led to the
successful repeal of such laws (see Story of Change,
“Historic victory: reforming the laws that forced women
to marry their rapists”).

Patriarchal practices: persistence and
resurgence

Patriarchy, however, is not only a legal matter. It is
also maintained through day-to-day practices and
lived realities. Even when women enjoy legal equality,
their rights can be violated in practice. When such
violation of rights happens systematically, it reveals
the persistence of unequal power relations, structural
impediments and discriminatory social norms. The
2015-2016 edition of Progress of the World’s Women
put the spotlight on the concept of substantive
equality (as elaborated by the CEDAW Committee)

to draw attention to this deeper understanding of
gender equality, which goes beyond formal equality
and relates to outcomes and the actual enjoyment of
rights.* Even with equality established in laws, women
and girls can face discrimination and harm through
infimate family relationships that can deprive them of
dignity, resources and voice, and put their lives at risk.

This dark side of family life is evident in the pervasive
nature of intimate partner violence, the focus

of Chapter 6. Although different definitions and
methodologies make it hard to compare data on
prevalence rates across countries, there is enough
evidence to show that violence against women is
serious and ubiquitous. For example, 17.8 per cent

of women aged 15-49 worldwide have experienced
physical and/or sexual violence by an intimate
partner in the last 12 months.*? The most recent
published global study on homicide shows that
although women account for a far smaller share of
all homicides than men, they bear by far the greatest
burden of intimate partner/family related homicide:
in 2017, 82 per cent of all infimate partner homicide
and 64 per cent of all intimate partner/family-related
homicide victims were women.*?

In some parts of the world, women and girls face
additional risks. In large swathes of Asia, especially
in the northwest of Southern Asia, girl children have
long faced discrimination in the intra-household
distribution of food and various forms of health-
seeking behaviour, putting their well-being and even
survival in jeopardy.** In the context of declining
fertility rates (see Chapter 2), the availability of
amniocentesis and ultrasound scanning has made

it possible for parents in some countries to reconcile
their desire for smaller families with continued
preference for sons through sex-selective abortions.*?
By 2017, the countries with abnormally high sex ratios
(greater than 105 males per 100 females) in Southern,
Eastern and South-Eastern Asia, in addition to China
and India, were Afghanistan, Brunei Darussalam,
Bhutan, Malaysia, Maldives and Pakistan.#¢

Yet transitions to smaller families in societies marked
by son preference have not been accompanied

by rising sex ratios at birth everywhere. In both
Bangladesh and the Republic of Korea, for example,
since the mid-1990s, son preference seems to have
weakened, as highly masculine sex ratios at birth
have declined in the context of fertility reduction.*”
Both economic changes and public policies that
brought women increasingly into public life altered
social norms and led to a “reassessment of the value
of daughters.”#®

In countries where significant progress has been
made in terms of legal equality, and where there
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has also been an apparent convergence in gender
roles, women'’s lives seem to have changed more
than men'’s. In other words, the convergence has
been one-sided. In developed countries, most of the
changes that are heralded as ‘revolutionary’ involve
women moving into positions and activities previously
limited o men, with few changes in the opposite
direction. Because the activities that are done by
women continue to be devalued, women have had
strong incentives to enter male jobs but men have
had little incentive to take on female jobs.* This
asymmetry is also visible in the division of unpaid care
work, which remains unequal in nearly all developed
countries (see Chapter 5).%°

Today, alongside the slow historical retreat of
patriarchy there is a resurgence of patriarchal
sentiments. This is animated by a range of forces,
including some with immense political power,
that are making concerted efforts to roll back

the achievements of many decades of work for
gender equality. Those who deny women the right

to make their own decisions sometimes embrace

the rhetoric of ‘family values’ while simultaneously
adopting policies that erode the very conditions that
enable families to function and their members to
thrive. The discourse of ‘family’ is too often used to
make moralistic arguments that blame and shame
marginalized social groups, rather than advocate for
policies that help families.®

Universal human rights norms and principles, and
the human rights obligations that States have
voluntarily signed up to, are of critical significance
in this context. They provide a strong foundation
for laws, policies and social norms that enable
equality, non-discrimination and respect for the
dignity of the human person—including within the
realm of the family—and create a bulwark against
the current patriarchal backlash.

1.3 THE REPORT'S CONCEPTUAL AND NORMATIVE

FRAMING

How do intra-family dynamics impinge on women's
enjoyment of their rights? Feminist sociologists
have described families as a “tangle of love and

" ou

domination,” “simultaneously supportive and

”ou

oppressive,” “arenas of gender and generational
struggles” and “crucibles of caring and conflict.”s?
Economists are also increasingly tfurning away
from mainstream economic models (also called
unitary models), which held that the family is a
cohesive unit within which resources are pooled
and equitably shared by an “altruistic family
head.”®* In recent decades, a range of bargaining
and collective models has been developed that
pay attention to intra-household inequalities and
conflicts. This section points to the useful insights
these models offer, as well as their limitations,
before turning to the role of human rights
principles in supporting and accelerating changes
in family-friendly laws and policies.

Cooperative conflicts in family life

As a growing body of empirical evidence emerged in the
1980s to document gender inequalities within families—in
the distribution of food, medical attention, hours of work
and leisure, access fo income and voice in decision-
making—the unitary model lost some of its explanatory
power. Families, feminist economists argued, are
contradictory sites for women'’s well-being: they include
cooperation and sharing of resources, to be sure, but
also conflict and inequality.>* The suggestion that women
voluntarily relinquish leisure time or food would be
somewhat more persuasive, they contended, if women
were in a position to demand their fair share.

The juxtaposition of women'’s lack of economic power
and the resulting unequal allocation of household
resources gave the alternative approaches, broadly
referred to as bargaining or collective models (see
Box 1.2), much of their persuasiveness vis-a-vis the
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HOUSEHOLD BARGAINING (OR COLLECTIVE) MODELS

The bargaining approaches within economics describe intra-household interaction as containing elements of both

cooperation and conflict. Household members cooperate because cooperative solutions make each of them better

off than non-cooperation or because there is no viable alternative. However, many different cooperative outcomes

are possible with respect fo who does what, who gets which goods and services, and how each member is treated.

Some of these outcomes are more favourable to one party than another (one person’s gain is another person'’s loss),

which goes to the heart of the conflict between those cooperating. Which outcome prevails depends on the relative

bargaining power of different household members. Each person’s bargaining power is in turn determined by a range

of factors, in particular the strength of her/his ‘fallback position’ (their position in case cooperation fails). Hence, an

improvement in a person’s fallback position (e.g. if they have an independent source of income) was hypothesized to

strengthen their hand in the bargaining process. In other words, the stronger a person’s ability fo survive outside of

the family, the greater her or his bargaining power within it.>

The research on household modelling also provides policy insights. If the aim of a particular transfer payment, for

example, is to improve women’s well-being or the well-being of children, the unitary model predicts that the impact

is unaffected by who the recipient is. According to bargaining models, however, the welfare effects of a transfer may

be quite different depending on who receives it. In fact, many policies and interventions that aim to promote gender

equality have been influenced by the bargaining model and have targeted women.

However, more recent work by feminist economists, particularly in agrarian contexts, suggests that while the

bargaining models are an improvement over those that were gender-blind and assumed that gains from a policy

or intervention would be shared equally within the family, their framing implies a zero-sum game and downplays

the jointness and shared gains. Targeting women can also lead o opposition and backlash from men. By contrast,

acknowledging that households have joint interests, and designing interventions to strengthen cooperation and

collective action among household members, may open new areas for policies and interventions.®

unitary model.5” The Nobel laureate, Amartya Sen,
coined the term ‘cooperative conflicts’ to capture the
specificities of the gender conflict within families.
“Conflicts of interest between men and women,”

he suggested, “are very unlike other conflicts, such
as class conflicts. A worker and a capitalist do not
typically live together under the same roof—sharing
concerns and experiences and acting jointly. This
aspect of ‘togetherness’ gives the gender conflict
some very special characteristics.”s®

Much of the formal modelling by micro-economists
narrowly focuses on income as the primary
determinant of bargaining power. In her major
contribution fo the field, feminist economist Bina
Agarwal, however, draws attention to several other
key determinants of power that are qualitative in
nature but not considered by other economists.
These include social support systems (e.g. community
groups or women's rights organizations), state-based
entitlements (e.g. social protection systems and legal
services) and social norms.*

Economic factors, such as women'’s earning capacity,
can have an important bearing on how intra-family
arrangements are negotiated, as Chapter 4 makes clear.
Yet the impact is not always direct or straightforward.
The basis for gender inequality may persist long after
the material conditions for its reproduction cease to
exist. For example, even when women become de facto
breadwinners they may still defer to their male partners
and continue to hand over their wages.

Evidence from developed countries suggests that

even when women and men both work full-time and
provide equal income, including instances when
women earn more than their husbands, women tend to
do more housework as if to ‘neutralize’ their ‘deviance’
from traditional gender roles.®° Social expectations of
what women and men should do and how they should
behave mediate the bargaining power that women
may gain (or lose) as a result of their changing earning
capacity. Social norms, which tend to be sticky, shape
the impact of economic factors on gender power
dynamics (see Box 1.3).
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SOCIAL NORMS AS STRUCTURAL CONSTRAINTS TO GENDER EQUALITY

Broadly speaking, social norms are the informal ‘rules’ and shared beliefs that govern behaviour in societies and
groups.® Social norms vary across societies and they can change over time.

Some social norms contribute to well-being within families, such as norms of sharing resources with family members.
Others fuel discrimination and inequality, for example, norms that attach less value to girls than boys or that
reinforce women's obedience to their husbands. Social norms often prescribe expected behaviour on the basis of
gender and family relationships (these are sometimes called gender norms). This impacts on women’s bargaining
power within families by, for example, assigning them (unpaid) responsibility for homemaking and children’s care.®

How do social norms work? They are driven by a complex interplay of social, economic, political and environmental
factors and are closely intertwined with laws and public policies.®® For example, the social norm that men should be
the primary breadwinner can privilege men in hiring and firing practices, particularly during economic downturns
when enterprises are downsizing their workforce.® Likewise, in contexts where women’s work outside the home

is frowned upon, women often express a preference for employment in the home rather than outside in order to
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conform to the dominant norms as this enhances their status.®®

Social norms are maintained through a system of rewards and sanctions.®® Conforming to a social norm can

be rewarded with trust, praise and respect in one’s group. Acting against a norm may provoke feelings of guilt

and shame in an individual as well as social stigma and ostracism from their community.®” For women, the cost

of fransgressing a social norm can have significant material impact, including provocation of violence. This was

evidenced in Mexico in the 1990s and 2000s, when a surge in global demand for low-wage labour resulted in women

entering the public sphere as maquila workers, challenging the norms of male provider and female homemaker.

Rates of violence against women and murders of maquila workers skyrocketed, while judges, politicians and the

media largely failed to properly investigate or even acknowledge the violence.®®

That said, just because a social norm exists does not mean that individuals agree with it (social norms and
attitudes are not the same thing). A woman who was married as a child may wish for her own daughter to
marry as an adult (or not marry at all). She may, however, conform with the norm and marry her daughter

young because her family’s social standing in the community depends on it. This paradox helps explain

the ‘patriarchal bargain’® whereby women make constrained choices that uphold gender inequality but

offer individual benefit. Moreover, just because a social norm exists does not mean that everyone will act

in accordance with it. A father in a heterosexual, two-parent household who chooses to assume primary

responsibility for domestic work and children’s care, despite the criticism he may receive from his friends or

colleagues, acts against a social norm.

Nor are bargaining and conflict always explicit. In
some instances, women may not overtly bargain
with their intfimate partners or other family members
(siblings, parents, etc.) over their share of land or
other household resources. Unequal outcomes do not
always result from an explicit process of bargaining
because a certain unequal order may be culturally
accepted or seen as non-negotiable. On the other
hand, the absence of overt protest and questioning
of intfra-household inequalities by women, as Box 1.3
explains, does not necessarily reflect acceptance of
their legitimacy.

Bargaining models can also be criticized for ignoring
emotions and attachments (unless these are part
and parcel of bargaining), which are central to
infra-family solidarities and conflicts. Moreover,
while the framework can work for relationships

that are, or should be, based on reciprocity, such

as among infimate partners, it is less relevant for
other family relationships, such as between mothers
and children or adult children and their frail older
parents. In these relationships, no reciprocity may be
expected or practised and ‘exit’ tends to be heavily
stigmatized.
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Importantly, Agarwal’s work has also drawn attention
to the inter-related nature of bargaining within and
outside the family. As Figure 1.2 illustrates, families
are embedded within a wide institutional web that
includes not only states and markets but also groups,
coalitions, social movements and social norms. This
web offers multiple levers that women can use to
exert power both within their private and intimate
relations as well as vis-a-vis other actors.” This work
has been pivotal in adding nuance and complexity fo
the ways in which economists have captured intra-
household bargaining using formal models.

Evidence from Southern Asia, for example, suggests
that group membership and collective action

are critical for contesting restrictive social norms
that impinge on women’s autonomy and mobility.
Ethnographic research on women members of a
trade union of waste-pickers in Pune, India, found
that group-based membership gave women three
distinct (but inter-related) pathways of change:
first, a stronger fallback position due to improved
material resources; second, changes in women's
understanding of self and their rights due to the
cognitive resources they had access to as members
of the union; and third, expanded relational
networks that went beyond those of family and
kinship. Transformations within the home were
most visible in the areas of domestic violence,
distribution of domestic chores and husbands’
financial accountability.”

Bringing a human rights perspective to
families

The cooperative conflict framework provides insights
info power dynamics within families, but it does

not provide a normative guide for supporting and
accelerating change in laws and policies. For this, we
need to turn fo human rights principles.

Several human rights instruments, including the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR),

see the family as the fundamental unit of society
requiring protection and assistance. A contemporary
understanding of the family must be cognizant of
present-day conditions, including legal and social
developments that have occurred over time.”2 Three

human rights principles are particularly germane to
the family: equality and non-discrimination, the right
to live a life free of violence, and the best interest of
the child.”

In international law, the protection of the family

is intrinsically linked to the principle of equality

and non-discrimination, especially with regard to
marriage.” CEDAW makes clear that family relations
must be read in light of this principle. Applying it in
the family context implies that all laws, policies and
practices regarding the family should be undertaken
without discriminating against individual members of
the family or against any form of family.”®

Over the years, perceptions as to what forms of
treatment are acceptable from an equality and non-
discrimination point of view have evolved, providing
broader protection to individuals. That evolution is
reflected, for example, in the protection given to
children who are born outside of formal marriage
or in lone-parent families. Moreover, the principle
of equality and non-discrimination not only entails

a negative obligation on the part of the State not

to discriminate, it also imposes a positive duty to
recognize differences between individuals and take
necessary measures to achieve substantive equality.

The scope and content of the right to live a life free
from violence, in particular for women, children,
people living with disabilities and older persons, has
been elaborated and clarified through internationally
agreed standards and the work of human rights
treaty monitoring bodies. These developments make
it clear that States have a positive duty to prevent,
protect and punish cases of violence, including
when it takes place within the family. States in fact
“may be responsible for private acts if they fail to
act with due diligence to prevent violation of rights
or to investigate and punish acts of violence, and

for providing compensation.”’® It is now commonly
accepted that this obligation of due diligence means
that States are required to take effective legal
measures, including penal sanctions, civil remedies
and compensatory provisions fo protect women
against all kinds of violence, including abuse and
sexual assault in the family.
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WOMEN NEGOTIATING FOR RIGHTS IN FAMILIES

Gender inequa|i’ry in chi|y re|a+ionships means that women often have to bcrgain
for their fair share - of money, food, leisure time and decision-making power.

Families are sites of cooperation and conflict

Families can be a source of

LOVE, SHARING AND
COOPERATION

® 9

4l

but they can also be a source of

INEQUALITY AND
CONFLICT

Families influence institutions

Source: Based on Sen 1990a; Agarwal 1997.
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Actions by states, communities and markets can help women
to bargain for their rights in families

STATE COMMUNITY/
Laws that are SOCIETY
enacted and Community

enforced groups and social

matter for. movements help
gender equality women exercise
in families.

their rights, and
create spaces of
solidarity.

MARKET

Well-regulated markets can provide women with
opportunities for decent work, enabling them to
exercise agency in their families.

Institutions influence families
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Finally, the principle of the best interest of the child is
paramount under the Convention on the Rights of the
Child (CRC). The CRC Committee has stressed that

the best interest of the child is a dynamic concept that
encompasses issues that are continuously evolving.”
Children should not be separated from their parents
against their will and should maintain personal contact
with them, unless there is evidence of abuse or neglect
of the child. From both case law of domestic courts
and human rights monitoring bodies it is clear that in
cases involving the care and custody of minors, the
determination of the child’s best interests cannot be
based on speculation, assumptions or stereotypes
regarding the parents’ circumstances or on traditional
concepts of the family. The assessment must be based
on specific parental behaviours and their impact on
the child’s well-being.”®

The diversity of family forms has been widely
recognized. As the Beijing Platform for Action puts
it, “In different cultural, political and social systems,
various forms of the family exist,””® and these can
arise with or without a formal and lawful marriage.
The Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural
Rights (CESCR) has been emphatic about seeing
the diversity of family forms as a “normal part of
the continuous change of society” with individuals
having “the same right to protection and assistance
even if they do not succeed in living fogether as a
family.”®® The CRC Committee has also stressed
that family should be understood in a broad sense,
including biological, adoptive or foster parents or,
where applicable, members of the extended family
or community as provided for by local custom.® The
UN Working Group on the Issue of Discrimination
against Women in Law and Practice also states that
the family exists in various forms.?? The recognition
of diversity means that, whatever form the family
takes, “the treatment of women in the family both at
law and in private must accord with the principles of
equality and justice for all people, as article 2 of the
Convention (CEDAW) requires.”®

Individual rights, collective rights and collective action
It is clear that human rights are about individual
freedoms. However, various human rights documents
recognize the rights of groups, or collective rights.34

For example, the UDHR (article 23) recognizes that

everyone has the right fo form and join a trade union.%
The United Nations Declaration on the Rights of
Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP) recognizes that human
rights must go beyond the individual to recognize the
rights of communities to control resources such as land,
as well as to maintain their language and culture.®

However, the recognition of collective rights does not
abrogate the rights of individuals within communities.
This commitment to individual rights is particularly
important for women, because appeals to culture and
tradition can be used to legitimate their subjugation
and deny them their equal rights.?” In some contexts,
socially conservative forces have reshaped laws, state
institutions and social norms in the name of culture
and tradition, reinforcing discrimination against
women and resulting in the violation of their human
rights.®® As the Special Rapporteur in the field of
cultural rights has elaborated, the reality of diversity
within all communities makes it imperative to ensure
that women'’s voices are heard without discrimination,
particularly those who represent the perspectives,
interests and desires of marginalized groups.®°
Furthermore, “the existence and cohesion of a specific
cultural community, national or subnational, should not
be achieved to the detriment of one group within the
community, for example women."®°

The realization of human rights is also critically
dependent on a strong state, collective
responsibility and international cooperation.® This
includes the requirement under the International
Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural

Rights (ICESCR) that governments deploy the
maximum of their available resources toward the
realization of economic and social rights, including
women'’s rights, with implications for government
expenditure and tax policy.

In summary, a contemporary approach to the
family requires an integrated application of
critical human rights principles such as those of
equality and non-discrimination, freedom from
violence and the best interest of the child. It means
addressing families (in law and policy) in present-
day conditions and ensuring that each individual
within the family is granted equal protection in the
enjoyment of their rights.
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1.4 CHANGING FAMILIES IN A CHANGING WORLD

As the previous section suggested, family relations
are never disconnected from broader structures

and processes. This section highlights a number of
tensions that mark contemporary family dynamics
that call for greater public debate and creative policy
solutions. The chapters that follow provide a closer
look at the issues and policy options.

Diversified partnerships, persistent
inequalities

Age at first union has been increasing globally

(see Chapter 2). This is a positive development for
women'’s rights, as Chapter 3 will argue, since the
age at which a woman enters into a union or marries
has an impact on her ability fo make decisions
about key aspects of her life. Nevertheless, many
challenges remain: according to the latest estimates,
approximately 650 million girls and women alive
today were married before their 18th birthday.
Chapter 3 explores the main drivers, both normative
and structural, of child marriage.

At the same time, in a wide range of countries there
is today more diversity in types of partnerships,
both in terms of legal recognition as well as actual
practice. As Chapter 2 shows, cohabitation has
become highly prevalent in some regions, whether
as a substitute for, or a precursor to, marriage.
Campaigns for the rights of lesbian, gay, bisexual,
tfransgender and intersex (LGBTI)®® persons to

be able to marry and enter legally recognized
partnerships have also come to the fore in recent
years in some regions.

Against this landscape of increasing diversity of
relationship recognition, women and men seem

to be marrying or forming unions with people of
their own class or educational group (referred

to as assortative mating). In other words, even
when partnerships are freely chosen rather than
arranged, people tend to partner with people like
themselves: highly educated men are increasingly
likely to partner with women with similar levels of
education. These women are also more likely to be
in full-time employment, compared to women with
lower levels of education.

Evidence for the United States and other high-
income countries suggests that as people with
similar socio-economic backgrounds form unions, it
may contribute to greater income inequality.? Those
with college or university degrees in the United
States are postponing marriage but eventually
marrying each other and pooling two incomes, while
those with lower education are less likely fo marry,
instead having children in short-term cohabiting
unions or as lone parents.®® The growing class divide
is not limited to the United States, as evidence from
Australia, New Zealand and Latin America attests.%

Marriage and union formation can also reinforce
inequalities along other dimensions, such as race

and ethnicity. If there are socio-economic inequalities
between different racial and ethnic groups, then
marriage within groups will tend fo reinforce those
inequadlities. In fact, a strong tendency to marry within
one’s own racial or ethnic group persists in several
countries. A three-country study of Brazil, South

Africa and the United States finds that this practice

is particularly common in the latter two. Even though
inter-racial or inter-ethnic marriage is more common

in Brazil, the fact that white people still tend to marry
each other means that their privileged economic and
social position stays intact. “Put another way, the higher
rates of endogamous marriage among the white
population in Brazil help secure and maintain its more
advantageous class and race position simultaneously.”®’

The de-linking of sex from biological
reproduction

Changes in social norms along with the availability
of modern methods of contraception and family
planning have worked together to de-link sex
from biological reproduction. This has allowed
women greater control over their own sexuality
and reproduction. The implications have been far-
reaching for women'’s health and their capacity to
control some of the most intimate decisions that
affect their lives. Globally, a far higher proportion
of women aged 15-49 who were married or in

a union and wanted to use a modern method of
contraception were able to do so in 2015 (77.2 per
cent) than in 1970 (42.2 per cent) (see Figure 3.3).
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However, the satisfied demand for modern
contraception is lower in the least developed
countries, among women in rural areas and in

the poorest quintiles. As discussed in Chapter 3, in
many countries access to family planning can be a
challenge, whether due to cost barriers, distance,
low quality of services, or the perception or reality
that they are only for married women, putting
women’s sexudl and reproductive health and rights
aft risk.

Technological advances have made women's
bodies even more ‘reproductively malleable’ in

the 21¢" century, as some groups of women who
were previously ‘medically infertile’ can now
choose reproductive technology or surrogacy.?
Yet sophisticated assisted reproductive technology
(ARTs) and commercial surrogacy are experienced
differently and unequally, as Chapter 3 also shows.
On the one hand, ARTs are providing new and
expanded options for some single individuals and
same-sex couples to have children. On the other
hand, the fact that access to ARTs is limited can
reinforce gender and social inequalities. Contracts
that transfer the child borne by the ‘surrogate’
woman to the ‘commissioning parent(s)’ can also
reinforce socio-economic inequalities: it is invariably
women from the poorer social groups in developing
countries who enter international commercial
surrogacy arrangements to bear children for those
from the more affluent countries and groups who
are unable or unwilling fo do so themselves.®®

The end of the male breadwinner model:
adapting to women’s new roles

The male-breadwinner family, where it existed,

is slowly disappearing. Chapter 4 discusses how,
over the past decades, rising levels of female
education, falling fertility rates and changing
aspirations, as well as transformations in social
norms, have brought large numbers of women
into the arena of paid work. This has coincided
with a period of labour market informality and
persistent occupational segregation, leaving women
largely confined to a limited range of sectors and

occupations with low earning capacity.'®®

Though far from equal to men'’s, women'’s increasing
access to resources has triggered some important shifts
in the balance of power within the home, giving women
greater voice in joint decision-making, for example.

Yet such gains have been highly uneven between
countries as well as within them. Across regions, being
married or in a union and having a young child take

a toll on women'’s labour force participation rates. In
many regions, women from poorer households lag
behind their better-off counterparts in terms of having
an income of their own, especially where there is little
public support for women’s employment through the
provision of affordable childcare services and paid
leave. While women who are married or in a union,
and those who live in extended households, benefit
from income-pooling with other household members,
Chapter 4 illustrates that families with children that are
maintained by women alone are highly vulnerable to
poverty and also have less time for unpaid care and
domestic work.

The gains in women'’s earning capacity and
breadwinning roles have not been accompanied by

a commensurate increase in men'’s contributions to
unpaid care work, an issue taken up in Chapter 5.
Research suggests that in contexts where women'’s
entrance into employment increases their overall
workday, this often leaves them feeling worse off
despite their increase in market income. Hence, while
the male-breadwinner/female-carer model may

be disappearing, a family model where both paid

and unpaid care work are equally shared has yet to
take its place.”® At the same time, the rising numbers

of families maintained by women alone point to the
need for greater responsibility on the part of fathers to
contribute, in terms of both care time and income, to the
upkeep of their children. Public support for lone-mother
families, however, is also necessary and should not be
made contingent on paternal payment of child support.

The commodification and globalization
of care

The movement of care workers across borders has
reached every corner of the world today. While some
of this is occurring between countries and regions
with comparable levels of development, much of it is
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between countries with divergent levels of prosperity
and opportunity. It includes the flow of care workers
from developing to developed countries, but

also intra-regional movements from less to more
affluent countries. This is happening in the context
of growing inequalities not only within countries but
also between them.

In many developing countries, women are being
pushed to migrate in response fo unemployment and
under-employment and because viable income-
generating opportunities are not available where they
live."2 Migrant women from poorer countries have
found employment as domestic workers and caregivers
in rapidly growing cities and more affluent countries,
where the rise in local or native-born mothers’ entry
into the labour force, coupled with ageing populations
and limited state support, has created a growing
demand for non-family caregivers.”®® These migrant
care workers have little choice but to work for
substandard wages. Many of them in turn delegate the
care of their own children to female kin, especially their
own mothers, or to hired domestic workers who may be
migrants from poorer rural areas.®® The more limited
research on migrant men and ‘left behind’ fathers
indicate a mixed picture with regard fo how they give
meaning to and perform their fathering roles.'® These
caregiving dynamics within families whose members
live apart are discussed in detail in Chapter 7.

The de-coupling of care from the family across
borders is not entirely new: immigrants from Ireland
to the United States in the 1850s, for example,
included impoverished women who worked in
domestic service, much like their counterparts in
Europe.’®® However, unlike female migrants in the
past, who were mostly young, single and childless,
those who move now tend to be older, often
married and with children of their own. Indeed,
earning money for their children’s education and
healthcare is one of the main motivations for
seeking work abroad.”

The appropriate response to the kind of ‘brain
drains’ and ‘care drains’ afflicting many developing
countries is not fo impose restrictions on women'’s
right to migrate or to choose where they want to

live and have their families. Public policy, rather,
must enable a different kind of development, one
that generates livelihoods, the right to an adequate
standard of living, labour rights, and migrant rights
including the right to family reunification. This is very
different from the current scenario facing millions of
women for whom the decision to migrate to be able
to work and sustain themselves and their families is
a highly constrained one. For many of these women,
family life has to be traded off against the right to
an adequate standard of living, a choice that no one
should have to make.™®

Changing inter-generational contracts:
ageing and long-term care have a
female face

Adequate and dignified care provision for care-
dependent older persons is becoming an urgent
policy issue in all countries. The number of people in
the 60-79 and over 80 age brackets is already higher
in low- and middle-income countries compared to
high-income ones.' It is set to become significantly
more so over the next decades.™ Because functional
ability declines with age, an ageing population will
dramatically increase the proportion and number of
people needing long-term care (LTC), even though
there is great diversity in health and functional
ability among older persons of similar age. Women
account for the vast majority of people in need of
LTC in part because on average they live longer than
men. Women are also less likely than men to have a
spouse or partner to care for them when they need it
because women tend to marry or cohabit with men
who are older than they are, and have lower rates of
re-marriage (see Chapter 2).

Despite rapid population ageing, governments have
been slow to acknowledge the importance of long-
term care. Especially in middle- and lower-income
countries, much of the public debate on ageing has
focused on the provision of income security for older
persons, a clearly important issue but not sufficient for
addressing care needs. The low priority accorded to
LTC could stem from a pervasive view that ‘families’
(read women) are best placed to care for the older
generation. As Chapter 5 illustrates, however, models
of exclusive family care are unsustainable.
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Migration means generations are more likely to be
living apart. Care services are needed to effectively
replace the role of unpaid family carers, especially
for those who have no children. At the same time,
women’s increasing attachment to the labour
force and the concomitant reliance of families on
their earnings make it difficult for them to provide
full-time care for ageing spouses or parents while
also holding on to their jobs. Social norms and
expectations are also changing, and older persons
themselves sometimes express a preference for

greater autonomy, preferring not to be a burden
on their children. There is therefore an urgent need
to create and develop regulatory frameworks and
standards for LTC services in order to raise quality
standards, protect those in care, hold providers

to account and empower service users and their
predominantly female employees, a significant
proportion of whom are migrant women. States
have a responsibility for ensuring that the LTC
system works, even if they do not provide or fund all
services (see Chapter 5).

1.5 MOVING FORWARD: FAMILY-FRIENDLY POLICIES
WITH WOMEN'S RIGHTS AT THEIR CENTRE

The state can play a proactive role in protecting
individuals from harm and in promoting equality
within families, in line with its human rights
obligations. Families should not be treated as a
‘bottomless well’ on which the private and public
sectors draw for labour services, taxes and the
nurfurance of productive and active citizens.™
Contexts where families are stretched by extremely
long hours of badly paid work or structural
unemployment, socio-economic insecurity, poor and
dilapidated infrastructure and loss of hope and self-
respect are not conducive to family life."

To be able to replenish their human energies

and care for each other, families require inputs
from both the public and the private sectors,
including decent jobs and viable livelihoods, social
protection, quality public services and sustainable
infrastructure. The duty to provide ‘assistance’,
outlined in the ICESCR among others, imposes on
States a variety of obligations ranging from the
adoption of appropriate labour laws to ensuring
social protection coverage for various contingencies
(including maternity, paternity and old age) and
accessible and affordable services." The inputs
from the public sector (e.g. public services, transfers,
physical infrastructure) and the private sector

(e.g. living wages, regulated hours, paid leave)

must be sufficiently nourishing to allow families to
play their part in raising children and caring for
and maintaining all their members in a context of
equality and non-discrimination. Moreover, these
inputs must be extended to all people, regardless of
their migration or refugee status.

Social protection systems and public services need
to be complemented by family-friendly policies in
businesses and the private sector."™ Economies need
to be regulated to provide an adequate standard

of living so that women (and men) are not pushed

to migrate to sustain their families and so that

those who work long hours do not live in poverty.

To ensure that social protection systems (e.g. family
allowances or pensions) aimed at supporting families
do not discriminate against certain families or family
members, attention should be paid to the rules

and requirements of these various entitlements.

For example, requiring a marriage certificate of all
families registering for a social protection programme
can discriminate against those who cohabit or whose
marriages are not registered or recognized.

A costing analysis commissioned for this Report (see,
“What will it Cost?”) shows that financing a package of
family-friendly policies that would advance women'’s
rights is in fact affordable for most countries in
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terms of the share of gross domestic product (GDP)
that they would need to allocate. To finance these
investments, societies need to mobilize sufficient
resources from a variety of sources, both domestic
and international, and do so in a gender-responsive
way. This requires an enabling global environment
that does not undermine national efforts at resource
mobilization through illicit financial flows and
loopholes that encourage tax evasion and avoidance.

This policy agenda builds children’s capabilities,
safeguards the dignity and human rights of people
with disabilities and older persons, and creates
decent employment opportunities for women and
men in the care sector. Importantly, it is anchored in
a vision for families as a site of equality and justice—a
place where women and girls can exercise agency
and voice, and where they have economic security
and physical safety.
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Families are diverse and are shaped by demographic trends, policies

and social norms. For policies to effectively promote gender equality and
women'’s empowerment, they need to take account of the diversity of family
forms in which women live.

Couples living with their children are the most common household form,
making up 38 per cent of all households. Extended families (27 per cent),
single person (13 per cent) and lone parent families (8 percent), the majority
headed by women, are also significant shares of households globally.

There has been a rise in women'’s age at first marriage everywhere, but
globally, one in five women aged 20-24, were married under the age of 18.

Greater gender equality has helped drive sweeping changes in patterns
of partnership formation and childbearing in Latin America and the
Caribbean, and in developed countries, resulting in lower fertility, lower
rates of marriage, more divorce and increasing cohabitation.

In most other developing regions, there is greater continuity: marriage
remains the norm and divorce is rare and often stigmatized.

Fertility rates are declining, with sharp reductions everywhere except Sub-
Saharan Africa, where change has been slower. In high-income countries,
below replacement fertility rates reflect women choosing to have fewer or no
children, but in some cases also having fewer children than they would like.

Given their greater longevity, women are over-represented among older
persons in all countries, and are more likely to live alone. Women represent
more than 60 percent of those above age 80.

Statistics need to be improved, including by strengthening civil registration
and vital statistics systems and developing new methodologies to capture
family diversity, as a basis for policy-making that reflects the reality of how
families live today.
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2.1 INTRODUCTION

Families do not take a single form today, nor have
they in the past. Indeed, family systems and relations
respond and adapt to their environments, including
broader socio-economic processes, public policies,
demographic trends and social and cultural norms.’
As a result, they are characterized by great diversity.

Yet far too often policies are designed on the basis of
an ‘ideal family;, irrespective of its actual prevalence
in a given context. Stereotypical assumptions about
families, and women’s and men'’s roles, shape policies,
leading to significant—albeit often unintended—
gender bias and discrimination.? For instance, social
policies designed with a male breadwinner and a
female homemaker in mind may not effectively reach
the millions of women who combine both roles or
adequately support the vast majority of those living in
extended or lone-parent families.?

Against this backdrop, this chapter documents
change, continuity and diversity in families and
households across countries and regions in an effort
fo provide a solid empirical grounding for policies that
promote gender equality and women'’s empowerment
regardless of the kind of family they live in.

What does diversity mean in the context of family life?
On the one hand, it refers to the reality that, over their
life-course, individuals belong to various households
and families and have changing roles, entitlements
and obligations within them.* On the other hand,
family diversity acknowledges differences in the
organization of families over time as well as across
societies at a specific moment.® While the focus here
is mostly on the latter meaning, both aspects of family
diversity are relevant for gender equality.

Why does family change and diversity matter for
women'’s rights? This chapter answers this question
by analysing the available data on four aspects of
family life: conjugal relations, fertility, household
composition and ageing. What it shows is that the
impact of these domains of family life on gender
equality is complex and context-specific.

For example, the extent to which marriage or
motherhood are considered to be a woman'’s destiny
in a given society can shape the rights women have
in forming and exiting their preferred partnerships
and whether or not they bear any children. In turn,
demographic change—especially with regards to
fertility and ageing—has consequences for how
women and men allocate their time between paid
work and care responsibilities. And household
composition and size have an impact on women's
well-being and access to resources. For instance,
lone-parent households tend to be poorer than
two-parent households because they often lack the
additional resources of an adult partner who lives in
the same household (see Chapter 4).”

By reviewing the available statistical information,
including from population censuses and nationally
representative household surveys, this chapter takes
stock of the existing evidence and knowledge gaps
about how women and girls live in families today.
Good practices in data collection are included,
where possible, to nurture innovative solutions to
current methodological limitations.

Chapter overview

The chapter is organized as follows: after

a discussion in the first section on the
methodological assumptions, limitations and
possibilities inherent to a global review of family
patterns, the remainder of the sections are
organized along four areas of family life that have
a significant bearing on gender equality. Sections
2.3 and 2.4 show how partnership formation and
fertility patterns are reshaping the positions of
women and girls within contemporary families in
diverse regional contexts. Section 2.5 analyses
the main opportunities and risks women face in
various contexts while living in different household
structures across the globe and at different points
in their lives. Finally, section 2.6 illustrates the
gendered impacts of population ageing, including
older women'’s living arrangements and access to
appropriate care.
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2.2 WHAT CAN HOUSEHOLD-LEVEL DATA TELL US

ABOUT FAMILIES?

The realities of families are constantly changing and
can be difficult to capture. In-depth, longitudinal
studies that follow individuals throughout the life-
course can perhaps shed the most light on family
relations and composition, yet these remain relatively
rare, particularly in developing countries, and are
often not comparable.

Censuses and household surveys, the main sources
of data for this chapter, are key to constructing a
comparative picture of family life. Yet they are not
always available for all of the dimensions analysed
here and for all regions, thereby restricting the
generation of regional and global aggregates and
the coverage of identical time periods. That said,
the available data do allow an illustration of broad
trends across regions.

Three additional considerations in the use of
censuses and household surveys to study families
merit a brief discussion: the use of households
(rather than families) as a unit of analysis; gendered
assumptions and practices that bias data collection;
and the restricted coverage of some vulnerable
population groups.

Households and families: distinct but
inter-connected

Censuses and nationally representative surveys
identify households, rather than families, as their

unit of analysis. Given that family members can
reside in different households, household-level data
are an imperfect proxy for the study of families.
Nevertheless, households and families tend to overlap
because people who live fogether in a household are
very often related fo each other by ties of kinship and
marriage (see Chapter 1, Box 1.1).2

In statistical analyses, ‘household’ commonly refers
fo a unit of housekeeping and/or residence where
members need not be related to each other.®

Established definitions describe the household as

one or more individuals “making common provisions
for food or other living essentials” and/or “sleeping
under the same roof"® Widely accepted definitions are
nonetheless not universally used; variation exists across
countries and statistical bodies. This in turn influences
the quality of socio-demographic indicators produced
to establish household size or dependency ratios."
User awareness and data collection improvements
are required, particularly in contexts with complex and
fluid household structures.”

A household can include one person only. However,
there are no one-person families, since the latter is a
relational concept that requires at least two people.”

A family within the household refers fo two or more
household members who are related fo each other
through blood, adoption or marriage.** A household
may therefore encompass more than one family, while
families can extend beyond one household

(see Figure 2.1). This is the case in households where
family members have migrated or in contexts where
families extend across multiple households, as in
polygamous family arrangements.” Regional and
national efforts to capture families that do not fit the
standard concept of independent, heterosexual, nuclear
households are a promising development that can offer
useful insights fo policy-makers (see Box 2.1).

While the conceptual distinction between family

and household is important, statistical evidence
from 86 countries, accounting for 78.5 per cent of
the world’s population, shows that most households
are composed of family members. Moreover, only
14.5 per cent of all households are comprised of
individuals that either live alone or with at least one
unrelated member." Therefore, analysing who lives in
households—whether single individuals, couples with
or without children or extended families—provides
critical insights into the changing and diverse nature
of family life around the world.
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HOUSEHOLDS AND FAMILIES:
CONNECTED BUT DIFFERENT

Censuses and household surveys capture households, but families extend
beyond household walls and encompass a broader set of re|a+ionships.
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* One-person households are by definition comprised of one individual and no other members.

* Non-relative households are comprised of individuals who live with at least one non-relative.
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BOX 2.1 EFFORTS TO DEFINE 'EMERGING’ FAMILIES IN STATISTICS

Statisticians strive to devise ways to capture ‘emerging’ types of families and households. These family

definitions vary across national and regional contexts since they reflect context-specific patterns and policy

concerns. For instance, having legally recognized a greater diversity of partnership forms, several countries

in Latin America and the Caribbean have prioritized documenting cohabiting and/or same-sex couples.”

European countries have considered a broader set of family forms. This includes ‘blended families’ comprised

of a married or cohabiting couple with one or more children, along with one or more children from one

or both of the partners’ previous unions.” In a few countries, surveys now include ‘living apart together’

relationships, which are characterized by partners who maintain an intimate relationship but live in two

separate households.”

Addressing social norms and gender
stereotypes in data collection

Gender stereotypes and social norms commonly
influence data collection fools such as censuses and
household surveys.?® In general, social norms affect
data collection through two main avenues: through
the range and framing of questions being asked
and through the responses provided, which often
reflect what the respondents deem acceptable for
government officials to hear.? As a result, statistics
often inadvertently reflect prevailing norms on what
families or households should look like and what
women’s and men’s respective roles ought to be.?

A long-standing problem of survey terminology

is the under-estimation of women'’s work. Prior to
2013, even though production in family farms was
part of the definition of employment, few labour
force surveys captured it. In Brazil, innovative
feminist initiatives have sought to measure the
totality of women’s work in rural family farms by
combining bottom-up data collection tools with

strategies to foster policy change at the national
level. At the grassroots, Sempreviva Organizagdo
Feminista encouraged rural women to create
agricultural ‘logbooks’ to promote recognition

of their multiple labour contributions to their
households and communities. Equipped with these
records, activists successfully advocated for the
Brazilian agricultural census to better capture
women'’s work (see Story of Change, “The simple
scheme that’s driving a quiet revolution for Brazil’s
female farmers”).

Preconceptions about women’s position and intra-
household decision-making power in survey design
and implementation can also inadvertently reinforce
patriarchal power relations. Wives are commonly
defined as economic dependents of male ‘heads’

of households,?® even in cases where their incomes
are higher than those of their husband'’s.?* Given the
ambiguities with the concept of ‘headship’ (see Box
2.2), this Report refrains from using terms such as
male-headed versus female-headed households.?

SHORTCOMINGS OF USING HOUSEHOLD HEADSHIP AS AN ANALYTICAL CATEGORY

A recurring theme in policy debates on family and household diversity has been the prevalence and

implications of female household headship.?® There are many questions about the reliability and significance of

estimates of households differentiated by ‘headship’, given the ambiguities in how it is defined and understood

by both enumerators and respondents. Moreover, important questions also exist regarding the usefulness of a

category such as ‘female-headed household’ that covers many different sub-groups of households that may

not be comparable.” For example, a remarkable diversity exists in the living arrangements of lone mothers,

as many live in extended households. Thus, in this Report, lone-mother households are defined as households

with a woman and her children (biological, step, and adopted/foster children) and no one else as well as lone

mothers living in households with their children and other relatives (see Section 2.5).
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Prior fo their legal recognition in many countries (see
Chapter 3), same-sex partnerships were excluded
from official statistics. Census rules specified that if
the household head and spouse were the same sex,
their partnership could not be recorded as ‘spouses’
but was fo be noted, for instance, in the ‘other type of
family relationship’ category.? Lesbian, gay, bisexual,
transgender and intersex (LGBTI) organizations in
countries such as Argentina, Brazil and Uruguay, among
others, have successfully advocated for the elimination
of these technical precepts, and their 2010 censuses
were, as d result, better equipped to identify same-sex
couples (see Chapter 3).2°

Enumerating same-sex couples and families in existing
censuses and household surveys is difficult for several
reasons, including the relatively small size of the group
and biases in the framing of questions, for example
some languages lack a gender-neutral word for
‘spouse’*® The complexities of the legal environments as
well as ongoing stigma directed at the LGBTI community
create further challenges to accurate data collection.®
The result is under-counting of same-sex couples across
countries.’ In the 2016 Australian census, for example,
same-sex couples accounted for only 0.9 per cent of

all couples living together.* Improving the collection

of information on same-sex couples and families is
essential to identify groups which may be at risk of
discrimination and for ensuring policies and public
services are responding to family diversity.**

A number of countries are starting to consider whether
and how to incorporate questions on individual

sexual orientation and/or gender identity in their
upcoming 2020 population censuses.*® Yet past

survey experiences and recommendations point to
conceptual, methodological and practical obstacles
that need to be addressed to comprehensively capture
data on LGBTI individuals.® These include respondents’
privacy concerns or fear of being exposed to
discrimination, enumerators’ and respondents’ lack

of understanding of sexual orientation and gender
identity, and the potential risks of undermining LGBTI
claims in case of under-reporting.*’

An extensive dialogue with LGBTI organizations and
specialists, broad public awareness campaigns,

and specialised training of enumerators are thus
all required in combination with methodological
improvements. In the meantime, specialized

or thematic surveys are an important first step
countries can take to incorporate these issues in
official statistics.®

Limits to population coverage

Censuses and household surveys do not cover all
individuals in a given country or territory.®® A recent
study estimates that globally 250 million vulnerable
persons could be missing from household surveys and/
or censuses, particularly in developing countries, either
by design or in practice.*® These include the homeless,
people living in institutions, mobile, nomadic or
pastoralist populations and those in fragile households,
slum populations and areas where surveys are not
regularly conducted due to security risks.

As such, the quantitative information available may
not adequately reflect the family dynamics of some
highly marginalized groups of women. Across regions,
for instance, domestic workers, many of whom are
migrants, are often excluded from the census count
when they reside with higher-income households, even
though they share food and other resources with their
employers.* Moreover, institutionalized populations
such as incarcerated women and men are frequently
excluded from censuses and household surveys. As a
result, the dire effects of imprisonment on the families
of more than 714,000 incarcerated women and girls
worldwide, a number that has increased by more than
50 percent since 2000, continues to be invisible to policy-
makers, in part due to their exclusion from surveys.*?

Beyond improvements in censuses and household
surveys, strengthening civic registration and

vital statistics systems—which compile universal
information over the life-course on the occurrence and
characteristics of vital events such as births, marriages
and deaths—is of critical significance to address the
current limitations of statistics on families.*? As state-led
administrative systems, they are unparalleled in their
potential to provide reliable information disaggregated
at the lowest level by sex, geography and other
relevant individual characteristics. If comprehensive
enough to provide real-time data, they can also play
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a strategic role in the planning of family policies and
facilitate access to the services and benefits described
in subsequent chapters.** Nevertheless, at present

more than 110 low- and middle-income countries lack
functional registration systems and under-record vital
events of specific populations.*® Alongside efforts to
address biases and gender gaps in coverage, these
systems require financing and improvements, especially
in developing countries.*®

These limitations notwithstanding, census data and
household surveys, when carefully interpreted and
viewed in combination with qualitative studies, are
an indispensable source of information with which to
generate comparative insights regarding how women
live in households and families.

The most recent evidence covering 86 countries

and territories, and accounting for 78.5 per cent of
the world’s population, confirms that women and
girls live in a great variety of household types, with
distinctive residential patterns emerging across
regions (see Figure 2.2).#” These patterns are further
explored in section 2.6.

Households consisting of a couple with children,
including young and adult unmarried offspring,
account for 38.4 per cent of all households
worldwide.*® This household type, however, is itself
not uniform. It may include, for instance, married

or cohabiting couples, first-timers or re-partnered
unions. Moreover, it also includes households at
different points in family formation: younger couples
with small children who just recently started a family;
middle-aged couples with adult children who may
still be living with their parents for various reasons;
blended families residing with children from previous
unions of either parent; and older couples whose

children moved away but then returned to reside with
one older parent.*

From a policy standpoint, it is important to identify
within this diverse group those households with the
most pressing care and income needs.

The second most widespread household form (26.6
per cent) is the extended family household, which
includes at least one adult plus other relatives and
may also include children.® In developing countries
where this type is most prevalent, households may
include grandparents, aunts, uncles or in-laws in
addition to parents and children (see Figure 2.2).

The global share of lone-parent households is
smaller than couples with children and extended
households but is still significant (7.5 per cent).’' Most
of these families are led by women (84.3 per cent),
who tend to juggle paid work, child-rearing and
potentially also the care of other dependents.5? Living
without a partner can be a transitory phase before

a new partnership or remarriage,® a structural
feature of particular family systems,** or may
indicate an individual woman'’s life choice. Lone-
mother households are particularly prone to income
poverty, and in some contexts exposed to stigma and
discrimination (see section 2.5).

Regarding other relevant household types illustrated
in Figure 2.2, one-person households are particularly
widespread in the high-income region of Europe
and Northern America (27.1 per cent), more than
double the global average (12.5 per cent).*® These
households are composed of various socio-
demographic groups, including younger generations
setting up their own homes and an increasing share
of older persons who live alone.
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2.3 WHEN AND HOW WOMEN ENTER AND EXIT

PARTNERSHIPS

Choosing whether, when and who to marry or partner
with is among life’s most important decisions.* The
evidence presented in this section shows that, although
a great degree of heterogeneity is observed across
and within regions, the last decades (from 1980 to 2010)
have been characterized by delays in women'’s age

at first marriage as well as increases in cohabitation,
separation or divorce, and non-marriage.”

Overall, parental power over spousal selection—a
cornerstone of patriarchy—has to some extent
receded in the past decades, allowing women
relatively more freedom in choosing their life
partner and type of union. The rise in age of first
union for women, and the concomitant decline in
rates of child, early and forced marriage in most
regions, are indicative of this trend. Evidence of
greater autonomy in spousal selection practices
also exists in contexts where marriage continues to
be the dominant form of partnership for women.5®
South-Eastern Asia, for instance, witnessed a
clear move away from arranged marriage in
almost all countries over the last half of the 20"
century.®® In Northern America, parts of Europe,
Australia and New Zealand and Latin America and
the Caribbean, women'’s potential partnership
options have progressively expanded.® In tandem
with the increasing prevalence of non-marriage,
cohabitation as an alternative or prelude to
marriage has increased across different social
classes.® Over the last two decades, formal unions

MARRIAGE AND MARITAL STATUS

have also expanded to include same-sex couples in
some countries (see Chapter 3).62

In some parts of the world, life-long marriage is a thing
of the past.®® Even as formal divorce rates have levelled
off or declined in nations that used to have some of the
highest levels, the rise in cohabitation means that total
rates of union dissolution and re-partnering remain high
and may even be increasing.®* Consequently, blended
families are likely to be growing in number in some
regions.®®* However, the absence of cross-national data
on rates of re-married or re-divorced people limits the
extent to which policy-makers, legislators and service
providers can account for this multiplicity of family
formations and experiences.®®

Despite these transformations in intimate partnerships,
the evidence also points to significant continuities.®”

For instance, in many regions, including Central

and Southern Asia, Eastern and South-Eastern Asia
and Northern Africa and Western Asiq, long-lasting
heterosexual marriages continue to be universal.®® And
long-standing challenges to women'’s rights remain fo
be addressed: globally, in 2017, one in five women aged
20-24 was married under the age of 18.%°

While the availability of data on marriage globally

is relatively good, differences in how marriage and
other forms of union are recognized and recorded
by governments and statistical agencies can hamper
cross-country analyses (see Box 2.3).

CAVEATS ON TREND DATA AND CROSS-COUNTRY COMPARABILITY OF DATA ON

Marital status is one of the variables that all countries are expected to record through their censuses. The

UN Principles and Recommendations for Population and Housing Censuses (Revision 3) suggest the use of a

minimum of five categories for marital status: (a) single (never married); (b) married; (c) married, but separated

(whether legally or de facto); (d) widowed and not remarried; and (e) divorced and not remarried.

The UN Principles also acknowledge the need to capture customary unions, such as registered partnerships and

consensual unions, in contexts in which these are legal and binding under law. In countries with legal provision

for registered or legal partnership, or where same-sex couples can legally marry, the recommendations call for
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the inclusion of two additional sub-categories: (b)(i) opposite-sex marriage/partnership and (b)(ii) same-sex
marriage/partnership. Given the diversity in the definition of marriage across countries, which in some cases
may include customary unions, any comparisons need to be treated with caution.

Policy interest in cohabitation has only recently come to the fore. As a result, census data on cohabitation
exist only for a limited number of countries and, even then, mostly for recent years. Hence, reliable cross-
country comparisons and trend analysis are not easy to make.”® The difficulties in making comparisons can be
illustrated with longitudinal data from Brazil, where women in cohabiting unions were treated as single in the
censuses of 1940 and 1950 and as married in those of 1960 and 1970.”

Civil registration records provide an alternative source of data on marriage and divorce. One potential
weakness, however, is that they do not always recognize or register all types of partnerships. This is the case,
for instance, where the definition of marriage excludes some forms of heterosexual partnerships. For example,
the issue of how to treat polygamous marriages may also arise in countries where polygamy is not officially
recognized and thus such unions are inaccurately captured in censuses and civil registration records.

Global increases in women’s age at first than men.”? Since the 1990s, women's singulate mean
mqrriqge age at marriage (SMAM)—used here as a proxy for the
Globally, and across all regions, both women and men mean (average) age at first marriage—increased from
are delaying marriage, yet women still marry earlier 21.9 years circa 1990 to 23.3 years circa 2010 (Figure 2.2).
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considered single or never married but currently married, to allow comparison with countries where the currently married are reported together with consensual unions/
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regional population and should be treated with caution. In all other regions, aggregates are based on data covering two thirds or more of the population.
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There are significant differences in women'’s age at
first marriage between regions as well as between
social groups within countries.”> Women residing in
rural areas, for instance, tend to marry at an earlier
age than the national average.” Women continue

to marry earliest in Central and Southern Asia (20.8
years), followed by Sub-Saharan Africa (22.1 years)
and Latin America and the Caribbean (23.6 years). In
Eastern and South-Eastern Asia, Oceania (excluding
Australia and New Zealand) and Northern Africa and
Western Asia, women marry later, on average around
the age of 25. At present, women marry the latest

in Europe and Northern America (27.2 years) and
Australia and New Zealand (30 years).”®

Later marriage results from the interactions of social,
cultural and economic forces (see Chapter 3).7¢ While
delayed age at first marriage or union is positively
correlated with more years of secondary and higher
education,” it can also arise out of necessity as much
as choice.”® Women'’s educational attainment and

the search for employment opportunities are among
the factors driving the significant increases in age at
first marriage in Northern Africa and Western Asia,”®
where a 2.3 year increase over two decades puts this

region second only to Australia and New Zealand (4.9
years), as shown in Figure 2.4. Algeria in particular
stands out, with women’s SMAM increasing by more
than five years, from ages 23.7 to 29.1, within the
same period. Nonetheless, while women in Northern
Africa and Western Asia may marry later today

than in decades past, marriage continues to be an
important rite of passage for (almost) all women in
the region, meaning most will eventually marry (see
Figure 2.3).

Significant declines in child, early and
forced marriage

The decline in child, early and forced marriage in most
regions is encouraging, yet more needs to be done

to eliminate the practice. Over the past 25 years, the
marriage rate for girls before the age of 18 declined
worldwide from 25.0 to 20.8 per cent, and before the
age of 15 from 7.1 o 5.0 per cent (Figure 2.4).

Marriage or union formation at a young age can
have several adverse impacts, including on women'’s
sexual and reproductive health, their access to
education, relative bargaining position within the
family and a life free from violence.®

FEUN=SOFY PROPORTION OF WOMEN AGED 20-24 WHO WERE MARRIED OR IN A UNION
BEFORE AGE 15 AND BEFORE AGE 18 BY REGION
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Source: UNICEF 2019b global databases, based on Multiple Indicator Cluster Surveys (MICS), Demographic and Health Surveys (DHS) and other nationally

representative sources, 2011-2018.

Notes: The analysis covers 105 countries comprising 77 per cent of the global population of women aged 20-24 years. Population coverage was insufficient o calculate

regional aggregates for Oceania (excluding Australia and New Zealand), Australia and New Zealand, Europe and Northern America. In all other regions, aggregates are
based on data covering two thirds or more of the population of women aged 20-24 years.
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The decline in child marriage conflates two different
types of unions in need of particular policy solutions:®'
those between adolescents of similar age; and those
between girls and considerably older men, where
girls’ agency or voice is further constricted.®

The incidence of child, early and forced marriage
continues fo be particularly high in Sub-Saharan
Africa, where over a third of women aged 20-24 are
married or in a union before the age of 18 (37.2 per
cent), followed by Central and Southern Asia (29.4

per cent). Along with Northern Africa and Western

Asia (17.8 per cent), these are also the regions where
marriage is nearly universal. Child marriage and early
union formation before the age of 18 also remains
common in Latin America and the Caribbean (24.7 per
cent), the only region where the practice has increased
over the past 25 years (from 23.5 to 24.7 per cent).

At the same time, significant variations also exist
within regions. A cohort analysis comparing child
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marriage rates of women aged 20-24 and 45-49
in 62 countries shows that in Sub-Saharan Africa,
for instance, early union formation increased,
rather than declined, in 6 of the 34 countries in the
sample: Angola, Burkina Faso, Madagascar, Mali,
Mozambique and Zimbabwe.??

More women are opting out of marriage

As marriage rates have decreased globally since the
1980s,%4 the share of never-married women aged
45-49 increased from 3.1 per cent circa 1990 to 4.3
per cent circa 2010 (Figure 2.5). This confirms that
women are gradually opting out of marriage and
other formal unions and not just postponing them, at
least in some regions and countries.

Based on data circa 2010, a significant share of
women in their late forties had never married in
Australia and New Zealand (14.1 per cent), Latin
America and the Caribbean (13.4 per cent) and
Europe and Northern America (10.8 per cent),

HEUN=ORN PROPORTION OF NEVER-MARRIED WOMEN AGED 45-49 BY REGION, CIRCA 1990-2010
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Note: C. = circa. C. 1990 includes 1986-1995, C. 2000 includes 1996-2005 and C. 2010 includes 2006-2015. Regional averages calculated by weighing the latest
proportion of never-married women aged 45-49 within each 10-year period, by the female population aged 45-49 at the end of the 10-year period. For example,

the latest share of never-married women aged 45-49 available C. 1990 has been weighted by the female population aged 45-49 on 1]uly, 1995. The analysis covers

134 countries and areas with populations of 90,000 inhabitants or more in 2017, comprising 87.6 per cent of the world’s female population aged 45-49. In the case of
Europe and Northern America, the data are for 25 countries covering 42.2 percent of the population. Estimates for LAC for the year C. 2000 were suppressed due to
concerns over the potential break in series in the available data. Regional and global estimates marked with an asterisk (*) are based on less than two-thirds of the
region’s population and should be treated with caution. In all other regions, aggregates are based on data covering two thirds or more of the population. In countries
where data on registered partnerships, consensual unions/cohabitation or other types of customary unions are reported, women and men in these unions are not
considered single or never married but currently married, to allow comparison with countries where the currently married are reported together with consensual unions/

cohabitation or other types of customary unions.
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followed by Sub-Saharan Africa (6.1 per cent).

In the last region, a handful of countries show
noteworthy shares of never married women in their
late forties, including Botswana (32.3 per cent),
Namibia (31.1 per cent) and South Africa (26.4 per
cent), with rates that are significantly above the

regional average.®

Marriage remains nearly universal in Central and
Southern Asia and Eastern and South-Eastern Asia,
where circa 2010 only 1.1 per cent and 2.5 per cent of
women aged 45-49 had never married, respectively
(Figure 2.5). Non-marriage remains extremely rare

in China and Indig,® where less than 1 per cent of

all women aged 45-49 have never been married.?’
Some high-income East Asian nations, however, have
witnessed steep increases in non-marriage among
women.? Based on data circa 2010, the share of non-
married women in their late forties was highest in Japan
(16.1 per cent), followed by Singapore (12.8 per cent).®
Chapter 3 explores some of the reasons why women in
these countries are opting out of marriage altogether.

Increases in cohabitation in several regions
Cohabitation can be an informal prelude or
alternative to marriage, with varying entitlements
for women in terms of social protection, inheritance,
custody and maintenance.® It is increasingly

common for women to live with a partner as either a
stepping stone or an alternative to formal marriage
in Europe and Northern America and in Latin
America and the Caribbean.*

Evidence from a sample of 30 European and
Northern American countries show diversity in rates
of cohabitation. In Northern and Western European
countries, the majority of women aged 25-29 are
choosing cohabitation over marriage, for example
in Estonia (60.6 per cent cohabiting among all in

a union), Denmark (59.4 per cent), Iceland (57.3
per cent) and France (57.2 per cent).®? In contrast,
cohabitation is least common in Eastern European
countries such as Belarus and Poland, where fewer
than 1in 10 women aged 25-29 in a union are
cohabiting (9.0 and 7.7 per cent, respectively).

Cohabitation has risen exponentially over the last
four decades in countries in Latin America and

the Caribbean (Figure 2.6), resulting in some of
the highest cohabitation rates recorded since

the 1970s.9 Cohabitation in the region has been
historically common among less educated women
who begin to cohabit during adolescence or young
adulthood and are also more likely to become
mothers early.®* More recently, the region has
witnessed a rise in cohabitation among more

HEUN=ONY PROPORTION OF COHABITING WOMEN AGED 25-29 OVER ALL WOMEN IN A MARITAL

UNION, SELECTED COUNTRIES IN LATIN AMERICA, 1970-2010
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educated women of different age groups. With
the liberalization of divorce and changing social
norms, the practice of cohabitation has expanded
as a prelude to marriage, as a pattern of life after
divorce and as a life-long choice.®®

Increases in and regional diversity of
separation and divorce

A rise in divorce and separation rates has been
one of the most visible features of family change
in most regions.® Since the 1980s, the proportion
of divorced or separated women aged 45-49 has
increased steadily, from 3.3 per cent circa 1980
to 4.7 per cent circa 2010 (Figure 2.7). Globally
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and across regions, women are more likely fo be
divorced or separated than men—a phenomenon
that may be explained by higher remarriage rates
of men, often to younger women.?’

Higher divorce rates may, in some contexts, be
indicative of women being able to sustain themselves
financially through paid work independently of
marriage. Yet escalations in divorce and separation can
also imply more vulnerability for women.® In reality,
ending a relationship entails far more adverse economic
consequences for women than for men. Too frequently,
women lose access to marital assets, resources or even
child custody (see Chapters 3 and 4).%°
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Source: Regional aggregates are UN Women calculations from country-level estimates published in UN DESA 2017k and UN DESA 2017m.

Note: C. = circa. C. 1980 includes data from 1976-1995, C. 2000 includes 1986-1995, C. 2000 includes 1996-2005 and C. 2010 includes 2006-2015. Regional averages are
calculated by weighing the latest proportion of divorced or separated women aged 45-49 within each 10-year period, by the female population aged 45-49 at the end
of the 10-year period. For example, the latest share of divorced or separated women aged 45-49 available C. 1990 has been weighted by the female population aged
45-49 on 1 July, 1995. The analysis covers 95 countries and areas with populations of 90,000 inhabitants or more in 2017, comprising 78.0 per cent of the world’s female
population aged 45-49. In the case of Europe and Northern America, data are available for only 23 countries covering 50.4 per cent of the population, in Sub-Saharan
Africa the data are for 17 countries covering 44.4 per cent of the population, and in the case of Oceania (excluding Australia and New Zealand) 6 countries covering
12.0 per cent of the population. Regional and global estimates marked with an asterisk (*) are based on less than two thirds of their respective regional population and
should be treated with caution. In all other regions, aggregates are based on data covering two thirds or more of the population.
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Based on data circa 2010, divorce and separation
among women in their late forties were more
common in high-income contexts, such as Australia
and New Zealand (21.1 per cent) and Europe and
Northern America (13.1 per cent). High-income
regions are followed by Latin America and the
Caribbean (9.6 per cent), where the share of women
in their late forties who are divorced or separated is
double the global average. Rates in Sub-Saharan
Africa fall in the middle of the global distribution
(6.9 per cent). In contrast, divorce and separation
remain rare in Eastern and South-Eastern Asia (3.0
per cent), including China, and Central and Southern
Asia (1.4 per cent). In India, while the number of

divorcees has doubled over the past two decades, still
only 1.1 per cent of women are divorced, with those
in urban areas making up the largest proportion.™

Figure 2.7 also shows that in the Eastern and South-
Eastern Asia region, excluding China, divorce rates are
much higher, exceeding the global average rate (see
Chapter 3). From a very low base, there has been a
considerable increase in rates of divorce in Northern
Africa and Western Asia, which have more than doubled
over the period.”® This could reflect a (limited) change
in the acceptability of divorce or separation in these
regions or greater willingness on the part of women to
report their status as divorced or separated.'®®

2.4 FERTILITY AND GENDER EQUALITY

Global fertility decline is one of the most salient
demographic trends of recent decades.’™ Women'’s
ability to freely and responsibly decide the number
and spacing of any children they want to have

has positive implications for their well-being and
opportunities and their enjoyment of human rights.'®

Progress in gender equality and women'’s
empowerment—as reflected in the gains in girls’
educational attainment, female labour force
participation and access to healthcare, and in the
reductions in infant and child mortality—are key drivers
of declines in fertility observed worldwide."® In turn,
these broader social gains are connected fo micro-
level shifts in family formation and preferences among
individuals and couples, including delays in union
formation, postponements in childbearing and the
desire for smaller families.™”

The worldwide trend of declining fertility, however,

is highly uneven across regions and social groups,
pointing to three challenges. First, rates of adolescent
motherhood, which is most prevalent in Sub-Saharan
Africa and Latin America and the Caribbean, are
much higher among young women in poorer groups
than among their wealthier counterparts. Second,

while couples increasingly desire smaller families

in many parts of Sub-Saharan Africa, the pressure
from extended family members in conjunction with
women’s unmet need for family planning fuels high
fertility rates.’® Third, low fertility rates in Europe and
Northern America and and in some of the high-income
countries in Eastern Asia are indicative of the difficult
choices that women (and their partners) have to make
when juggling parenthood and paid work, often in the
context of economic uncertainty.””® The challenges are
particularly acute for women, given that even when
they are in paid work, they are still expected to do the
vast majority of unpaid care and domestic work."

Global fertility declines

The current global total fertility rate (TFR) is estimated
at 2.4 live births per woman, almost half of the level
observed in 1970-1975 (4.4 live births) (Figure 2.8).
Based on this trend, further decline to 2.3 live births is
projected for the period 2025-2030.

Only five decades ago, high fertility—
conventionally defined as more than five live
births per woman—was a common feature of
most developing regions.™ In contrast, the 2015-
2020 fertility levels are projected to be below five
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live births per woman in Central and Southern almost double the global rate (2.4).™ Below-

Asia, Northern Africa and Western Asia, Oceania replacement fertility rates—that is, fewer than 2.1
(excluding Australia and New Zealand) and Sub- live births per woman—are observed in Europe and
Saharan Africa."™ Compared to other developing Northern America, Eastern and South-Eastern Asia,
regions, fertility decline in Sub-Saharan Africa Australia and New Zealand, and Latin American
has been modest, with the regional average (4.7) and the Caribbean.
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Notes: Includes 201 countries and areas with populations of 90,000 inhabitants or more in 2017. Regional averages calculated by weighting the five-year Total Fertility
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Inequalities among young women:
adolescent motherhood

Recent estimates show that most adolescent mothers
live in developing regions.™ Early pregnancies occur
mostly within a union but are often unintended.™

In some cases, child or adolescent pregnancy can

be the result of rape, incest or other forms of sexual
violence.™ Early pregnancies disproportionately affect
women from economically disadvantaged groups and

can trap families in the inter-generational transmission
of poverty and disadvantage."” Globally, women aged
20-24 in the lowest wealth quintile are 3.7 times more
likely to give birth before the age of 18 than those in the
highest wealth quintile (Figure 2.9). Early motherhood
results in many adverse implications for adolescent
girls, including limiting their educational attainment
and subsequent occupational prospects as well as
increasing the risk of maternal and infant mortality.™

PROPORTION OF WOMEN AGED 20-24 WHO GAVE BIRTH BEFORE AGE 18 BY REGION

AND WEALTH QUINTILE, LATEST AVAILABLE YEAR
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Source: UN Women calculations from ICF International 2007-2017. Demographic and Health Surveys and UNICEF (various years). Multiple Indicator Cluster Surveys.

Notes: A woman is considered to have given birth by age 18 if her first live birth was before age 18. The exact indicator is calculated using the methodology provided in
Rutstein and Rojas 2006. The same methodology was replicated for MICS surveys. In case of countries where both DHS and MICS were available, the latest available

survey was used.

Estimates were weighted using the population of women aged 20-24 using UN DESA 2017m. The analysis covers 92 countries, comprising 58.9 per cent of the world’s
female population aged 20-24. For Latin America and the Caribbean, the data covers 53.5 per cent of the region’s population, and in Northern Africa and Western Asia
the data cover 57.4 per cent of the region’s population. Regional and global estimates marked with an asterisk (*) are based on less than two thirds of their respective
population and should be treated with caution. In all other regions, aggregates are based on data covering two thirds or more of the population. Population coverage
was insufficient to calculate regional aggregates for Australia and New Zealand, Europe and Northern America and Oceania (excluding Australia and New Zealand).
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As Figure 2.9 shows, early pregnancy is most prevalent
in two developing regions: Sub-Saharan Africa and
Latin America and the Caribbean. Adolescent birth
rates are highest in the former, where 27.8 per cent of
women aged 20-24 give birth before the age of 18, a
figure that rises to 41.3 per cent among women in the
lowest wealth quintile. This is followed by Latin America
and the Caribbean (18.2 per cent of women aged 20-24
give birth before age 18, see Figure 2.9), a region where
wealth disparities are particularly acute. In this case,
women aged 20-24 in the lowest wealth quintile are
five times as likely fo give birth before the age of 18 as
those in the highest wealth quintile."™ Sharp disparities
in adolescent fertility are also observed within countries
by educational attainment, place of residence, ethnicity
and race. In all regions, not only poorer but also less
educated girls, as well as those living in rural areas, are
most likely to give birth before they are 18.1%°

While the social and economic costs of early
motherhood are severe, modern contraceptives,
including emergency contraception, are frequently
out of reach for those adolescents who need them
the most.” Stigma, third-party consent requirements,
inadequate protections for confidentiality and costs

are common barriers.'?

Barriers to realizing fertility preferences
in Sub-Saharan Africa

Between 1970-1975 and 2015-2020, fertility in Sub-
Saharan Africa is projected to decline from 6.8 to 4.7
live births per woman (Figure 2.8). Improved attainment
in education is estimated to account for almost half

of the fertility decline witnessed in the region since

the mid-1980s."2 Girls’ education not only reduces the
likelihood of child marriage but also delays childbearing,
increases the likelihood of healthier birth outcomes and
is associated with couples’ increased communication
about family planning and use of modern methods of
contraception.’?* Nevertheless, the projected relative
decline during this period is the smallest among all
developing regions (30 per cent), while high fertility
rates (more than 5 live births per woman) are expected
fo continue through 2015-2020 in 12 countries, many of
which have a recent history of conflict or crisis.™

Explanations for Sub-Saharan Africa’s high fertility
rates have shifted from a focus on limited economic
development or pro-natalist socio-economic and
cultural practices, to an emphasis on the gradual
change in preferences toward smaller families.'?®
Fertility remains particularly high in West and

Central Africa, where a limited shift in couples’
preferences coincides with low usage rates of modern
contraception.'” An opposite trend is observed in
Eastern and Southern Africa, where the desire to limit
family size is more widespread and contraceptive use
increased by more than 15 percentage points between
1990 and 2010.™® This transformation in attitudes and
expectations has, nonetheless, been poorly translated
into couple’s reproductive behaviour. Hence, women
in many high-fertility countries continue to have more
children than they would like."® This discrepancy can
be explained by at least two factors.

First, many young couples in Sub-Saharan Africa
face contradictory pressures to simultaneously have
a large family and limit their fertility. The historical
preference for high fertility in the region was mostly
associated with children’s importance as workers

in agrarian economies heavily reliant on family
labour as well as high levels of infant mortality."°
More recently, longitudinal studies in West African
countries that have seen structural transformation of
their economies, such as Nigeria, show that parents
highly value their children’s formal education and
want to limit family size. Parents’ preferences
notwithstanding, there is often pressure from
extended kin urging couples to have more children.™

Second, limited access to and use of effective
contraception contribute to persistently high fertility
rates.’® In West and Central Africa, one in four women
who are married or in a union want to delay or limit
the number of births (26.1 per cent and 25.4 per cent,
respectively) but have no access to modern methods
of contraception.” These high levels of unmet need
for family planning have remained constant for the
past 30 years in both sub-regions, contrary to the
reductions observed worldwide, as well as in all other
parts of Africa.™
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Social norms that oppose contraceptive use, fear

of side effects and lack of appropriate methods all
play a role in limiting contraceptive access in the
region of Sub-Saharan Africa (see Chapter 3).7% In
addition, a small but still substantial share of women
(10 to 15 per cent) in Benin, Burkina Faso, and Congo,
cite economic cost as the main barrier fo accessing
contraception.’ Even in countries with well-
established family planning programmes—such as
Ghana and Kenya—heavy reliance on donor funding
has made programmes highly vulnerable to resource
gaps and sudden disruptions as a result of changes in
donor commitments and priorities.™”

Low fertility in developed countries: the
challenge of work and family reconciliation
Very low levels of fertility can also reflect gender
inequality. During the past 25 years, in parts of
Europe and Northern America and Eastern and
South-Eastern Asia, the transition from already
low to below-replacement fertility levels has been
the result of shifts in socio-cultural and economic
processes.”® In some of these societies, high rates
of female education and labour force participation
have not been matched by state support for
childcare; consequently, women are choosing to
have fewer children, or none at all.”® Today, just
under half of the world’s population (46 per cent)
lives in countries with below-replacement fertility
rates of 2.1 live births.'°

In Southern and Central European countries

such as Austria, Germany, Portugal and Spain,
women have consistently delayed marriage and
childbearing or reduced the number of children
they bear, resulting in projected total fertility rates
that are between 1.2 and 1.5 live births per woman
for the period 2015-2020."" In these contexts,

very low fertility rates seem to be driven by three
factors. One is the social expectation that women
fully devote themselves to child-rearing, frequently
for a span of several years, which makes it a
difficult proposition for highly educated women
who have career ambitions. Another is that men
have assumed little responsibility for childcare and

domestic work, making it difficult for women to
combine motherhood with employment. And finally,
rising economic insecurity and unemployment
contribute to delays in first births and a smaller
number of children overall, especially among highly
educated women.? Indeed, these combined factors
have resulted in women having fewer children than
they would like.™?

A somewhat similar story emerges from low-fertility
settings in East Asian countries such as Japan and
Republic of Korea. But, in these contexts, young
women'’s fertility preferences (their desired number
of children) are below replacement level."* For
instance, in the Republic of Korea, regardless of

the social policies enacted since 2005 to support
families with children, female university students
intend to have either no children at all or at

most only one.™® Low fertility is sustained by the
combination of unfavourable working conditions for
women with families, including over-representation
in irregular jobs with no maternity, parental or
unemployment benefits, rigid expectations with
respect to women’s family responsibilities, and
men’s reluctance to assume a bigger share of
unpaid care and domestic work.'®

It is important to underline that women'’s labour
force participation does not automatically lead

to low birth rates. Good working conditions for
parents, and social policies that combine maternity
and parental leave and publicly funded childcare
services, play an important role in supporting
couples to realize their desired family size."” This
combination of factors, and the slow increase in
the time men dedicate to care and housework,

has fuelled a shift towards higher fertility in some
Northern European countries, where historically
fertility rates were low, alongside a rise in marriage
and other stable relationships."® In Sweden, for
example, an increase in the number of births

per woman over the past two decades (from 1.6
live births in 1995-2000 to 1.9 in 2015-2020)"°

has raised the total fertility rate to almost match
women’s actual fertility preferences.®
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2.5 WITH WHOM DO WOMEN AND GIRLS LIVE?

Women and girls live in a variety of household
types across countries and regions.”™ Demographic
factors, social norms and differences in public
policies and employment patterns all play a part
in shaping living arrangements.'” Whether women
can enjoy their rights is not dependent on the type
of household they live in, per se, but rather on

the broader policies and social norms that shape
their experiences of family life."® For example,

the presence of young children who need intense
care does not have to intensify gender inequality
in time allocation. Investments in universal

social protection and affordable care services,
and sharing of unpaid responsibilities between
women and men, can go a long way in reducing
the ‘motherhood penalties’ that women often
experience (see Chapter 4). In order for policies to
effectively reach all families, and the individuals
within them, the diversity of living arrangements
must be fully recognized.

Global declines in household size

Trend data suggest household size is slowly declining
in all regions.” This is a pattern that mirrors fertility
decline and is mostly driven by a reduction in the
number of children per household.”® Nonetheless,
wide regional variation exists across countries
driven by the relative number of births, the average
life expectancy and the prevalence of extended
households, among other factors. In 2017, while

the global average was 3.7 people, household

size ranged from an average of 2.2 persons per
household in the Netherlands and Norway to 8.3
persons in Senegal.’®

Changes in household size over time are also
stratified by socio-economic status within
countries.™ In Latin America and the Caribbean,
for example, shrinking household size has mostly
been led by higher-income groups. Low-income
households have remained significantly larger due
to both their higher fertility rates and as a strategy
to pool resources and labour.™®

Overall, smaller families with fewer children may
indicate reduced domestic and care work burdens
borne by women. Yet the relationship between the
number of children and women'’s unpaid care work
is not straightforward, if women are expected to
provide more intense levels of care, for example
(see Chapter 5).

Global variations in household structure

In many parts of the world, diversity is a key feature of
people’s living arrangements.’ As Figure 2.3 shows,
couples who live with children of any age, including
adult offspring, represent 38.4 per cent of all
households globally, making this the most prevalent
household type in most regions. When restricted

to couples with at least one child below age 18, the
figure drops to 33.0 per cent (Figure 2.10)."° Thus,
while this type of household is the most common, they
still only constitute about one third of all households.

The next most common living arrangement across
regions is extended households, which may include
couples with children plus other family members.
Almost one third of all households are extended (26.6
per cent),”® and they are particularly prevalent in
developing country contexts.'?

Households consisting of couples without children
(12.9 per cent) and one-person households (12.5 per
cent) are almost equally common worldwide.”® The
Europe and Northern America region has the highest
proportion of couple without children (23.6 per cent)
and one-person households (27.1 per cent).”®* In this
context, the prevalence of one-person households
likely reflects the ability of older persons to bear the
financial cost of living alone,’®® social norms that
favour solitary living and progress towards healthy
ageing and independent living (see Chapter 5).'%¢

Lone-parent households—one parent living with

at least one child of any age—account for 7.5 per
cent of all households and are mostly composed of
mothers living with their young children.'®”
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Notes: This analysis covers 88 countries and territories comprising 61.3 percent of the world’s population, based on latest available data from 2007 onwards. Regional
and global averages are weighted by the total number of households in 2017. For Europe and Northern America and Northern Africa and Western Asia, only 42.9 percent
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for Eastern and South-Eastern Asia and Oceania (excluding Australia and New Zealand) and therefore not shown. In all other regions, aggregates are based on data
covering two thirds or more of the population.

Girl children and adolescent girls: in which 15.7' Conversely, Sub-Saharan Africa has the lowest
types of households do they live? rate of children under 15 living with two parents
Between and within countries and regions, significant (45.4 per cent).”? In general, children living with both
diversity exists in the living arrangements of those parents reside mostly in two-parent households (53.4
under the age of 18, shaped by varying structural per cent), followed by extended family households
factors and distinctive child-rearing practices.’® As a (36.8 per cent).”
result, in some contexts, children are more likely to be
born outside of marriage and in others to spend parts A small but significant number of children (0-14
of their childhood moving back and forth between years) and adolescents (15-17 years) live with only
different parental homes.'®® one parent (7.1 and 9.5 per cent, respectively), the
majority of whom are lone mothers.” Depending on
The vast majority of children under 15 years old, the context and prevailing family system, living only
a group that makes up one quarter of the world’s with their mothers can imply a greater likelihood
population, live with two parents.”® Data for 88 of living in poverty (see Chapter 4). Yet it can also
countries indicate that this living arrangement is indicate an improvement in children’s personal safety
widespread in Northern Africa and Western Asia, when a mother and her children have left an abusive
where it encompasses 70.3 per cent of children under or violent household (see Chapter 6)."7°
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Finally, a very small proportion of children live without
both parents. Sub-Saharan Africa stands out in the
proportion of children living with grandmothers,
reflecting the extent of male migration and AIDS-
related orphanhood.”®

A small proportion of adult children reside
with their parents

The transition intfo adulthood is becoming more
complex. Young people in many contexts are
increasingly less likely fo experience a standardized
‘package’ of life-course transitions related to
housing, employment and relationships with
partners.”” As a result, a small but significant
proportion of adult children live with their parents at
various points in their lives.

In part, this is reflected in the share of couple-with-
children households where all children are 18 years or
older, which comprise 5.4 per cent of all households
globally (Figure 2.10).78 This phenomenon of older
children living with their parents is most common

in countries where inadequate housing policies or
high rental costs coincide with heightened youth
unemployment and under-employment."”® In this
context, two distinct patterns can be identified.

In Southern European countries, the ‘returnee’

or ‘boomerang’ pattern refers to the increasing
number of young adults who return to live with their
parents, after having lived autonomously, due to
unemployment or inability fo pay rent. In Greece,
for example, the prolonged economic crisis has
limited the ability of young people to gain economic
independence from their parents.’®®

A second pattern reflects the barriers faced by single
women and men to marry in contexts of widespread
youth unemployment and rigid gender norms. Under
these circumstances, potential husbands are still
expected to be able to raise the necessary economic
resources for a marriage ceremony and to set up

a separate home.® In Armenia, in part as a result

of high marriage costs, a high proportion of adult
children still live with their parents (16.1 per cent).'®?

One-parent households: mostly lone
mothers

Lone mothers comprise the overwhelming majority (84.3
per cent) of one-parent households,™ indicating that
women bear primary responsibility for child-rearing
and ensuring the family’s economic survival. Multiple
processes lead lone mothers to establish their own
homes, including male migration, intimate partner
violence, abandonment, a quest for independence, or
social norms or laws that make it difficult for women
to re-marry or enter a new union, among others.
Moreover, lone mothers may be single, divorced,
separated or widowed, and they may be co-residing
with their children only or ‘embedded’ in extended
households.” |n some countries, unmarried mothers
may experience severe social isolation and shame.'®®

The lower prevalence of lone-father households
across all regions (a global average of 15.7 per
cent)’®® reflects the fact that in most societies, mothers
are seen as children’s ‘natural’ caregivers. Hence,
men are more likely to re-marry and establish a

new home, leaving their offspring in the care of their
mothers or other female relatives.

In terms of age composition, mother-child households
globally are most likely to include adult women

aged 25-34 and 35-59 living with one or more
children under the age of 18 (17.5 and 35.5 per

cent, respectively).”®” The proportion of younger

lone mothers (below age 25) heading one-parent
households is 3.4 per cent (see Figure 2.11). This
relatively small proportion still amounts to some 3.8
million extremely vulnerable young women, many
below the age of 17, living alone with their children.®®

Latin America and the Caribbean is the region where
lone-mother households are most common and on
the rise,"”® followed closely by Sub-Saharan Africa
(9.5 and 8.8 per cent, respectively).” Male labour
migration in both Sub-Saharan Africa and Central
America has been associated with absentee fathers
who have moved away from rural areas." Europe
and Northern America (7.8 per cent) and Northern
Africa and Western Asia (6.9 per cent) have a share
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of lone-mother households equal to or slightly above
the global average (6.9 per cent). In contrast, the
incidence of lone-parent households in Central and
Southern Asia and Eastern Asia and South-Eastern
Asia is lower than the global average (4.9 and 5.0
per cent of all households, respectively).”? In these
regions, economic barriers, cultural patterns of
residence and social stigma attached to childbearing
outside of marriage partly account for lower rates of
lone motherhood.™?

Mother-child families are almost universally at a
considerably higher risk of being poor.”* The reasons
for this include the smaller number of income-
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earners in the household and women's lower earnings
compared to men (see Chapter 4). Yet even while
lone-mother households may suffer disproportionately
from income poverty, evidence from Costa Rica and
Mexico suggests their members may also benefit
from a greater degree of autonomy and well-being

in the absence of a potentially unfaithful, violent

or controlling male figure.”® Thus, lone-parent
households under certain circumstances can express
new aspirations for women and lead younger
generations to question social norms that are harmful
or limiting. There is some evidence, for instance, of
increased gender-awareness and sensitivity among
sons and daughters of lone mothers."¢

LONE-PARENT HOUSEHOLDS BY AGE AND SEX OF PARENT, AGE OF CHILD AND REGION,
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Source: Regional aggregates are UN Women calculations from country-level estimates published in UN DESA 2017m, UN DESA 2018a and UN DESA and UN Women 2019.

Notes: This analysis covers 88 countries and territories comprising 61.3 per cent of the world’s population, based on latest available data from 2007 onwards. Regional
and global averages are weighted by the fotal number of lone-parent households in 2017. Regional and global estimates marked with an asterisk (*) are based on
less than two thirds of their respective regional population and should be treated with caution. For Europe and Northern America and Northern Africa and Western
Asia only 42.9 and 36.1 per cent of the region’s population respectively is covered. Country/population coverage was insufficient for Eastern and South-Eastern Asia,
and Oceania (excluding Australia and New Zealand) regions and therefore not shown. Lone-parent households are households where only the lone-parent and their
children (of any age) are present. For purposes of visualization, categories that represented 0 per cent of the lone-mother universe 0-17 and 18-24-year-old lone
mothers with children above 18 were omitted. Biologically implausible categories such as lone mothers aged 0-24 with children above 18 have also been omitted. See
Annex 3.2 for the country level data.
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Half of lone mothers live with other
relatives

Globally, half of lone mothers reside in extended
households (50.0 per cent). Living fogether and
pooling resources enables savings in housing costs as
well as providing protection against the consequences
of poverty.”” Indeed, the rates of lone-mother poverty
would likely be even higher if not for shared living
arrangements. The other reason for joint living relates

Percentage
o
o

Europe and
Northern America*

Western Asia*

[l Lone mothers living alone with children

[l Lone mothers living in extended households

Northern Africa and Latin America and
the Caribbean

o care: grandparents, especially grandmothers, and
siblings play an important role in supporting lone
mothers with childcare. These two factors—resources
and care—partly explain the significance of this
residential pattern in developing country contexts,
even with significant variations observed across
regions (Figure 2.12). Indeed, the term ‘lone mothers’
only applies to half of mother-child families; the other
half live with at least one other adult relative.

HIeVN=ORPY LONE MOTHERS BY LIVING ARRANGEMENT AND REGION, LATEST AVAILABLE YEAR

Sub-Saharan Central and World*
Africa Southern Asia

«mm= Lone mother households (alone and extended) as a proportion of all households

Source: Regional aggregates are UN Women calculations from country-level estimates published in UN DESA 2017m, UN DESA 2018a and UN DESA and UN Women 2019.

Notes: This analysis covers 85 countries and territories comprising 59.7 per cent of the world’s population, based on latest available data from 2007 onwards. Regional
global averages of lone-mother households (alone and extended) weighted by the total number of households in 2017. Regional and global estimates marked with an
asterisk (*) are based on less than two thirds of their respective regional population and should be treated with caution. For Europe and Northern America and Northern
Africa and Western Asiq, only 41.0 per cent and 36.1 per cent of the region’s population respectively is covered. Country/population coverage was insufficient to calculate
regional aggregates for Eastern and South-Eastern Asia, Oceania regions and therefore not shown. In all other regions, aggregates are based on data covering two thirds
or more of the population. ‘Lone mothers living alone with children’ refers to households where only the lone mothers and their children (of any age) are present. ‘Lone
mothers in extended households’ are difficult o capture because relational information of household members is only provided as it relates to the household head. The
figure above only includes lone mothers who report themselves to be the head of the household; where they do not self-report as head of household; they are not captured.

Thus, estimates of lone mothers in extended households may be undercounted.

The proportion of lone mothers living in extended
households depends on a range of factors, including
household income levels, available housing and
state support fo set up one’s own home, the salience
of extended households as a household types in
each context and the degree of social acceptance

of lone mothers living independently. As a result, the
proportion of lone mothers co-residing with extended
family varies across regions. In Central and Southern
Asia, the region with the highest share, co-residence
with extended family occurs for the vast majority of

lone mothers (66.9 per cent) (Figure 2.12). Limited
public support in terms of income and care services
for lone mothers and the historical prevalence of
patriarchal extended households in this region could
be central drivers of this.'*®

In Sub-Saharan Africa, where extended households are
widespread, almost half of all lone mothers reside with
other relatives (Figure 2.12). In Sierra Leone, the vast
majority of lone mothers (82.4 per cent) live in extended
households.”® Evidence from South Africa underscores
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the impact household income levels can have on
decisions on residence: lone mothers from the poorest
income quintiles are much more likely to live in extended
households than those from higher income groups.?®°

Conversely, in Latin America and the Caribbean,

less than half of lone mothers co-reside with

other relatives (44.8 per cent).?°! In this region the
prevalence of co-residence with relatives is stratified
by educational levels (a proxy for socio-economic
class) in an unexpected way. It is actually women with
higher levels of education who are aided by living
with their parents or relatives, whereas less educated
lone mothers are less likely fo receive support from
their parents or relatives via co-residence.??

Women'’s position in extended households
Extended households are most common in Sub-
Saharan Africa and Central and Southern Asia (32.0
per cent in both regions), where rates are significantly
above the global average of 26.6 per cent, followed
by Eastern and South-Eastern Asia (27.5 per cent)
and Latin America and the Caribbean (23.6 per
cent).?%® Extended households support individuals
(including, but not only, lone mothers) through
periods of economic instability and change, including
migration (see Chapter 7) as the various members
can help absorb caretaking, health and educational
responsibilities.?** This living arrangement is
significantly less widespread in Europe and Northern
America (10.3 per cent) and Northern Africa and
Western Asia (17.4 per cent).?%

Extended living arrangements are highly context-
specific and vary by urban or rural location, class
and family system. In urban settlements, low-income
households often include close relatives to cope

with housing costs.?°® There is some evidence to
suggest that the prevalence of extended households
increased in Brazil and Colombia during the 1980s
and 1990s in response to impoverishment and under-

employment in cities.?”’

Grandmothers play significant roles in extended family
households. This is perhaps unsurprising, given the high
proportion (53.3 per cent) of older women (aged 60 or
older) who co-reside with extended family members
globally.?°® Rather than being economic dependents,

grandmothers often carry out domestic and care
work and, when possible, also share their assets and
pensions. Recent studies in Chile, for example, show
that the steady proportion of extended households
over the past 30 years have supported mothers in the
early stages of family formation so they can continue
their paid work while leaving their children under the
supervision of their grandmothers.2%®

At the same time, extended living undergirds the
well-being of older generations in contexts of limited
state-provided care and income security for older
persons. For instance, evidence shows that residing
with relatives can support unmarried older women
(mostly widows) to pay for household expenses in the
city and avoid solitude (see Chapter 5).2°

While living with extended family may be a useful
strategy for weathering high living costs at different
stages of family formation, it can also come with
inter-generational conflicts of various sorts. In
some regions, younger women occupy subjugated
positions within extended households and may be
exposed to family power dynamics of control and
exploitation that hinder their enjoyment of rights
and opportunities. For instance, girls in extended
households with a greater number of members
needing care may end up leaving school to take
on additional domestic responsibilities—such as
cooking, fetching water or cleaning—or caring for
younger siblings, cousins or older relatives.?"

In contexts characterized by patrilocal family
systems where newly wed women move in with their
husband’s family, hierarchical power relations may
also restrict young wives’ movements and choices
while simultaneously exploiting their labour under
the strict vigilance of mothers-in-law.?? For instance,
a 2012 study found that women in Tajikistan who
lived with their in-laws were around 25 per cent
more likely to experience psychological abuse

by their husbands.”® Research in Nepal, where
patrilocal families are quite common, also points to
the gatekeeping role that mothers-in-law play in
younger women'’s access to health services as well
as in their disempowerment, ranging from choosing
their clothes to making decisions over childbearing or

children’s marriages.?
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Moreover, the sharing of resources and labour that
characterize extended families has its limits.?® An
ethnographic study in Nicaragua found that, over
a decade, with every new risk and crisis to which
families were exposed, their members became less
cooperative and more competitive over the scant

economic and personal resources available.?®

The lesson from the study is clear: familial sharing
and support has a breaking point. Intra-family
transfers cannot be a substitute for universal social
protection systems, quality public services and decent
employment options.

2.6 POPULATION AGEING AND ITS IMPACT ON

FAMILIES

Along with fertility, population ageing is one of
the most significant global demographic trends
shaping family systems today. This is because the
increasing weight of older generations as a share
of the population has significant bearing on the
organization of gender and inter-generational
caring relations.

Population ageing, globally, is driven in part by
lower fertility rates but also by increases in life
expectancy due to improved living standards and
better access to healthcare services.?” Persons
aged 60 years and above accounted for over one
eighth (13 per cent) of the world’s population in
2017.78 This share is increasing at different rates
in different regions.?” Projections show that, by
2020, older persons—those who are 60 years and
above—will make up a relatively larger share of
the population in four world regions: Europe and
Northern America (24.9 per cent), Australia and
New Zealand (21.9 per cent), Eastern and South-
Eastern Asia (16.6 per cent) and Latin America and
the Caribbean (12.8 per cent).??°

Global gains in longevity: older populations
are predominantly female

Between 1970-1975 and 2015-2020, life expectancy
at birth is projected to rise globally by 14.2 years for
women and 13.5 years for men (Figure 2.13). While
longevity is increasing in all regions, some of the
largest gains are expected to occur in regions such
as Sub-Saharan Africa and Central and Southern
Asia that had the lowest life expectancy levels four
decades ago. On the other hand, longevity gains in
regions that had achieved high life expectancies by
1970-1975 are projected to be smaller.

Women, on average, live longer than men in all regions
and countries. At the global level, men’s life expectancy
is projected to be lower than women'’s by 4.6 years
during the period 2015-2020 (69.7 vs. 74.3 years).
Regionally, the gender differential is projected to be
widest in Latin America and the Caribbean (6.2 years;
72.5 vs. 78.7 years) and Europe and Northern America
(5.9 years; 75.8 vs. 81.7 years). It is narrowest in Sub-
Saharan Africa (3.2 years; 58.9 vs. 62.1 years) and
Central and Southern Asia (3.1 years; 67.7 vs. 70.8 years).

Given their greater longevity, women are
over-represented among older persons in all countries,
especially as they advance in age. In 2017, women
were 54 per cent of those aged 60 years or over
globally and more than 60 per cent of those above age
80.22 Over the course of their lives, older women are
more likely to have prioritized family obligations over
paid work, which can have adverse implications for
their income security and access to healthcare in old
age.?2 As a consequence, women are more vulnerable
to the social, health and economic disadvantages
associated with old age (see Chapter 5).22

Men are also living longer lives. This partly drives

the decrease in widowhood among women aged
45-49 across all regions over the past four decades,
standing at 6.4 per cent circa 2010.2* Widowhood
remains disproportionately high in Central and
Southern Asia and Sub-Saharan Africa, however,
where it has only moderately decreased over the past
four decades and still affected more than 1in every 10
women aged 45-49 circa 2010 (11.7 and 11.6 per cent,
respectively).??® Widowhood for women often entails
adverse economic consequences in terms of loss of
income and assets (see Chapter 4).
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(standard) variant projections.

While women are over-represented among the
population potentially requiring long-term care,
they are also the vast majority of those responsible
for providing it, both paid and unpaid.?” The
sustainability of inter-generational support systems
that rely predominantly on family members for
long-term care is unclear, especially considering the
decline in household size and women'’s increased
labour force participation, a conundrum that is
further explored in Chapter 5.

More older women live alone

Most older persons live with their adult children or
in extended households. Yet a significant proportion
of them live alone. Among these, women aged 60
and over (15.8 per cent) are more likely than men
(7.7 per cent) to live by themselves.?” This is partly
explained by gender differentials in longevity and
women’s propensity to marry or cohabit with men

who are older than they are. This trend, however,
does not include older persons who have been
institutionalized in hospitals or nursing homes, a
pattern most visible in higher-income countries.

By around 2010, the proportion of women aged 80 or
over living alone was 32 per cent globally, whereas
the proportion of men living alone was 15 per cent.??®
Europe, where progress in the promotion of healthy,
active and independent living among older persons
is notable, has the highest proportion of women
aged 80+ living alone (55.7 per cent).?”® The reverse
pattern is observed in Asian countries. In China, for
instance, the number of women living independently
decreases with age, such that by the age of 80,

only 17 per cent of women live alone, compared to
32 per cent of those aged 60-79 years.?° Strong
family norms that assign care of older relatives to
daughters-in-law likely explain this trend.
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While in some contexts living alone may be
associated with economic disadvantage and social
isolation, this is not always the case. Evidence from
the Philippines, Thailand and Viet Nam suggests
that that many older women who live on their own

2.7 CONCLUSION

Families in all parts of the world are in flux, mirroring
and adapting to demographic changes, employment
patterns and shifting social norms. Across regions,
families have experienced deep transformations over
the last decades—including decreasing fertility rates
and population ageing, rising age at first marriage,
increasing proportions of divorced, separated and
cohabiting women, and reductions in household
size—all of which have distinct and contradictory
consequences for gender equality.

Yet there are also significant continuities in family
patterns and gender relations. Transformations in
family life are more pronounced in some regions
than others, and long-standing practices are being
adapted to contemporary lifestyles. The result is
that these changes, while widespread, are not
consistent across regions, countries or social groups.
Hence, despite the global changes described above,
marriage remains nearly universal in some regions,
while high fertility persists in others.

To ensure that all women and girls are able to benefit
from public policies, it is important that the diversity

in family forms is captured in statistics and taken info
account in policy-making. Evidence provided in this
chapter counters some of the assumptions about
contemporary families, marital practices, child-rearing
and living arrangements. For instance, the diversity

of household types across regions runs counter to

maintain a close connection with their descendants.?'
In many cases, adult children or kin live close by or in
adjacent houses and thus provide some level of care.
These caring arrangements are frequently missed in
statistics, however.?3?

the expectation that with economic development

there would be convergence towards a family model
consisting of a husband, wife and young children.

While this family form accounts for over a third of all
households globally, the majority of living arrangements
are more complex. A more accurate picture of family
life today includes extended households, lone parents,
same-sex couples, parents living with their adult
children and children living with their grandparents. This
evidence offers opportunities to ground policies and
laws in a more accurate understanding of women and
girls’ living arrangements and family relations.

Data limitations, however, constrain the ability of
policy-makers to design and adapt public policies
based on the realities of contemporary family

and household structures. A significant number of
countries do not report on some of the standard
indicators used in this chapter, and some of the key
factors for assessing women'’s status in families are
not measured systematically. Available statistics
require methodological reshaping in order to better
capture diversity in household composition and
individual-level data. This should include innovative
data collection techniques, gender-sensitive lines of
questioning and the use of qualitative methods. The
more robust and accurate portrait of family life that
such measures might enable is crucial for ensuring
that women and girls can enjoy their human rights, no
matter what kind of family they belong to.
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MAKING PROGRESS/STORY OF CHANGE

The simple scheme
that's driving a
quiet revolution
for Brazil's family
farmers

It is such a small, simple idea: a four-column logbook for Brazilian women
working in family agriculture to record how much of their production

is sold, given away, exchanged or consumed. And yet the logbooks

have had far-reaching positive impacts on the lives of hundreds of

rural women, changing the way they and their partners value their own
production and even helping them benefit from government policies
aimed at family farmers.

“Learning fo look at our production was very helpful for us,” says Janete
Dantas. She records the milk, eggs, chickens, fruit and vegetables produced
on the smallholding she and her mother run near Itaécaq, in Sao Paulo state,
and how much it adds to their family’s income. “When we do the calculations
at the end of the month, we see how big our contribution is.”

Janete Dantas, centre, with her mother, Maria Nilda, right, and her sister, Mayla, left, on
their family farm.

Photo: Lianne Milton
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The logbooks are part of a quiet revolution being
pushed through by feminist agricultural groups that
has even influenced government census data. As

a result of their pressure, Brazil’s 2017 Agricultural
Census retained a question on the sex of agricultural
producers and was able to provide data showing that
the number of establishments run by women rose to
18.6 per cent, with almost a million women involved,
compared with 12.7 per cent some 11 years earlier.

Agribusiness is a pillar of the Brazilian economy,
worth nearly a quarter of its Gross Domestic Product
(GDP), with crops such as soybeans and coffee from
industrialized farms, mainly employing men, among
the country’s most important exports.2 But Brazil also
has millions of family farmers with a total annual
turnover of US $55.2 billion a year.® Here, women
play a fundamental role.

“There is little visibility
and value given to
women’s work in rural
areas.’

“We are learning a lot about women'’s production
capacity,” says Beth Cardoso, a coordinator at the
Alternative Technology Centre of the Forest Zone
in Minas Gerais state. “There is little visibility and
value given to women’s work in rural areas.”

With the Centre, Cardoso helped launch an earlier
version of the logbooks scheme in 2011. Two years
later, it developed into the ongoing Cadernetas
Agroecolégicas (agro-ecological notebooks)
project. This has since spread across Brazil, with
hundreds women currently participating.*

Sdo Paulo-based group Sempreviva Organizagdo
Feminista (SOF - Evergreen Feminist Organization)
also took part in the logbooks project and works to
make women’s importance to Brazilian agriculture
more visible.®

In much of rural Brazil, women tend household
gardens, selling or swapping produce and
providing food for their families, says SOF’s
Miriam Nobre, an agronomist. But the value of
their production goes unnoticed, especially if their
partner is not a farmer.

That changed for Janete Dantas and her mother
after they spent 18 months filling in the logbooks and

A simple logbook like this one, in which women family farmers record their production, has raised awareness about their contribution

to Brazil’'s economy.

Photo: Lianne Milton
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Janete Dantas, second right, with her mother, Maria Nilda, centre, and her sisters, Mayla, left, and Leni, right, shucks cassava skins.

Photo: Lianne Milton

sharing the experience with other women. Janete
works up to three hours a day on the smallholding
she and her husband, a driver, share with her
parents. Her mother, Maria, 68, works six hours a
day. Before participating in the logbook project,
they had never calculated the value of their work,
and how much food it put on the family table. “We
see how much we eat ... and how much what we
produce is worth,” Janete says. “We are able to give
more value to it.”

Projects like these have obliged the Government

to acknowledge the role of women in Brazilian
agriculture, something Nobre places within the wider
context of the struggle for rural women'’s rights in
Latin America. “| see this as part of the fight for
recognition of the work of women,” she says, “and for
the ways rural women are guaranteeing sustenance
in their communities.”

Women have also been able to use the logbooks
to get a document called DAP (Declaragéo de
Aptidao ao Pronaf), which allows them to benefit

from financing for family farming and to participate
in a government scheme guaranteeing that 30 per
cent of food for school meals is procured from such
smallholdings.®

The logbooks have helped women in rural areas see
themselves differently and forced men to value them
more too. In a country where progress on women'’s
rights has been slow, this is an important change.
“We can see more empowerment of the women, an
increase in their autonomy from the moment they
can see their own production,” Cardoso says. “It
seems simple, but it is fundamental [in taking] them
out of subjugation.”

“When we do the

calculations at the end
of the month, we see how
big our contribution is.’

Story: Dom Phillips
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The formation of intfimate partnerships and childbearing are two central pillars
of family life. Both processes decisively shape the trajectories of women'’s lives,
affecting their well-being, opportunities and enjoyment of human rights.

Yet, too often, women do not have full control over partnership formation
and childbearing. They must navigate unequal power relations, on the
basis of gender and age, with their partners, as well as a broader set of
family members.

Discriminatory laws and social norms, and lack of access to economic
resources, limit women'’s agency in partnership formation; stifle their voices
within family relationships; and prevent them from leaving an intimate
partnership if they need to.

Family laws, which govern marriage, divorce, child custody and
guardianship, adoption, and inheritance, include gender discriminatory
provisions in many parts of the world. The global trend is towards greater
equality, but further progress is urgently needed.

Some countries have taken steps to legally recognize diverse partnership
forms, including cohabiting couples, providing protection and rights to
women in those relationships. Some 42 countries and territories have
legalized same-sex partnerships and/or marriage.

Access to quality education, including comprehensive sexuality education,
enables women to make empowered choices about partnerships and
reproduction. Schools should be welcoming to pregnant girls and young
parents.

Women need access to high-quality reproductive healthcare services,

to make informed decisions on childbearing. Policies should ensure

choice of contraceptive methods, enable access for adolescent girls, and
address social norms and family members’ attitudes that hamper women's
reproductive agency.
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3.1 INTRODUCTION

Two central pillars of family life are the formation

of intfimate partnerships and childbearing. These
processes decisively shape the trajectories of women'’s
lives, including their well-being, opportunities and
enjoyment of a whole range of human rights.

Women form partnerships for a variety of reasons,
such as love, companionship, financial security and
to have children. Yet while egalitarian partnerships
can be caring and supportive, all foo offen women
do not have full control over partnership formation
and childbearing. They have to navigate unequal
power relations, on the basis of gender and age,
with their partners as well as a broader set of
family members. For this reason, partnerships

and reproduction are two long-standing areas of
feminist concern.

No matter what kind of union women enter intfo—
short- or long-term, formal or customary marriage,
cohabitating or living apart, heterosexual or
same-sex—they can only thrive if they can exercise
agency and voice in their intimate relationships. This
means that women have the capacity to exercise
strategic control over their lives (agency), including fo
define goals and act on them, as well as to negotiate
their relationships with others (voice).!

In a partnership, in the context of unequal power
dynamics, the extent to which women can exercise
agency and voice depends on their bargaining
power.2 This is shaped by access to resources, social
support systems (including kinship networks and
women'’s organizations), state support (such as
social protection systems or legal frameworks and
services) and social norms and beliefs that ascribe
different abilities, capacities and entitlements to
women and men.?

Trend data from developed countries in particular
show that as gender equality and women's
opportunities have advanced in the areas of law,
education, employment and access to family
planning, women are delaying marriage and
childbearing and entering into other forms of

consensual unions. The transformation in families is,
however, incomplete. Some women are opting out of
partnerships when men'’s attitudes remain rigid and
inequitable or in response to economic conditions that
make childbearing too costly.

Women'’s agency remains highly constrained in
regions where marriage is almost universally
practised. Partnership formation is often determined
by a broader kinship network and frequently involves
economic considerations that constrain women's
voice once they are married. While child marriages
have declined in part due fo positive shifts in norms
around educating girls, the practice is still prevalent
in many countries, especially where poverty, conflict
and crisis are rife.

While the trends and challenges differ across
regions, action is required in virtually every country
to guarantee women'’s equality as they enter, shape
and exit relationships. Public action is needed in two
broad areas: first, in the realm of equal and inclusive
family laws and policies; and second, in the area

of family-responsive public services, in particular
education and healthcare.

Chapter overview

This chapter examines the extent to which women's
agency and voice in intimate partnerships and
reproduction are shaped by laws, social norms

and economic and social policies. The chapter
begins by looking at the human rights frameworks
and family laws that govern marriage and unions,
divorce and child custody, among others. Family
laws do not always express the principles of equality
enshrined in human rights frameworks, although
progress is being made. Section two elaborates on
key social and economic factors that enable and
constrain women'’s agency in entering partnerships.
It looks at regions where partnership formation is
changing through increasing rates of cohabitation
and delayed marriage, as well as regions where
marriage remains socially prescribed and child
marriages are practised. Section three examines

women'’s agency and voice, first within different
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kinds of partnerships and then in the context of
reproduction, with a focus on the role of social
policies and services. Finally, the chapter addresses
the role of laws and social stigma in shaping
women’s ability to exit partnerships, including when
children are involved.

The key question for policy and public action in
this chapter is, how can women'’s fallback position
be improved so that their ability to negotiate and
shape family life can be strengthened and their
family relationships support the realization of their
human rights?

3.2 HUMAN RIGHTS, FAMILY LAWS AND WOMEN'S

AGENCY

States, communities and religious institutions shape
partnership formation and family life through laws
and policies. ‘Family laws’ refer to the specific bundle
of laws that govern marriage, divorce, child custody
and guardianship, adoption and inheritance. Yet other
laws also affect women's rights within families. These
encompass a range of issues, including property
ownership within marriage and married women'’s
rights fo pass on their nationality fo spouses and
children. Together, these laws have an enormous
bearing on gender equality and, for that reason, are a
critical arena for women'’s rights advocacy and have
been covered in many human rights conventions.

What do human rights frameworks say
about partnerships?

Women'’s rights in marriage were included in some

of the earliest human rights conventions agreed at
the United Nations and have been further elaborated
and reinforced continuously ever since. The Universal
Declaration of Human Rights (1948), for instance,
states that “men and women of full age, without
limitation due to race, nationality or religion, have

the right to marry and to found a family.” Moreover,
marriage should only be entered into with the “free
and full consent” of both intending spouses, who are
entitled to equal rights if the marriage dissolves.* The
right of women and men with disabilities to found and
maintain a family was confirmed in the Convention on
the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (2006).°

Following the Conventions on the Nationality of
Married Women (1957) and on Consent to Marriage,
Minimum Age for Marriage and Registration of

Marriage (1962),® article 16 of the Convention on the
Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against
Women (CEDAW) (1979) is devoted fo protecting
women'’s rights in all matters related to marriage and
family relations.” In its General Recommendation 21,
the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination
against Women elaborates the scope of protection

of this article to cover women in informal marriages
(including customary, religious and common

law) and de facto (cohabiting) partnerships. The
recommendation states that women in such situations
should share equal rights and responsibilities with
men and that property laws discriminating against
women in such unions, or in the event of their
dissolution, should be eliminated.?

The Convention also requires States Parties to
implement a minimum age of marriage, equal for
women and men, further stating that “the betrothal
and the marriage of a child shall have no legal
effect.”® A child is defined by the Convention on the
Rights of the Child as anyone under 18 years of age.
The overwhelming majority of child marriages,

both formal and informal, involve girls, although

at times their spouses are also under 18 years of
age. Child marriage is considered a form of forced
marriage given that one and/or both parties have
not expressed full, free and informed consent.”® The
economic, emotional and health risks posed by child
marriage are addressed by numerous other human
rights treaties and resolutions, including a 2014 joint
General Recommendation (31) issued by the CEDAW
Committee and the Committee on the Rights of the
Child on harmful practices including child marriage."
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At least 25 States Parties to CEDAW have entered
reservations to article 16, the majority citing
incompatibility with religious or customary
provisions.” Even where these reservations are not
in place, in some instances, constitutions enshrine
gender equality, but so called ‘clawback’ clauses
continue to guarantee the primacy of religious or
customary law.®

Polygamy, the practice of taking multiple spouses,

is a contentious issue in family law. While polyandry
(one woman, multiple husbands) exists in a few
societies, polygamy commonly refers to the much
more common practice of polygyny (one man,
multiple wives). The CEDAW Committee General
Recommendation 21 states that polygamous
marriage should be discouraged and prohibited
because it inherently disregards a woman'’s right

to equality with men.™ The Protocol to the African
Charter on Human and People’s Rights on the Rights
of Women in Africa (the ‘Maputo Protocol’) takes

a more pragmatic approach, given that polygamy
remains common in parts of Africa. It requires States
Parties to enact appropriate national legislative
measures to guarantee that “monogamy is
encouraged as the preferred form of marriage and
that the rights of women in marriage and family,
including in polygamous marital relationships are
promoted and protected.”®

International human rights law prohibits
discrimination on any grounds and thus also
establishes States’ obligations to safeguard the
human rights of lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender
and intersex (LGBTI) people.™ Treaty bodies and
Special Procedures have repeatedly affirmed that
laws that criminalize sexual conduct between same-
sex partners violate international human rights norms
and must be repealed.” The scope of protection
under international human rights law for LGBTI
persons is the subject of the Yogyakarta Principles on
the Application of International Human Rights Law in
relation to Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity.
These principles state that all people have the right to
“found a family,” regardless of their sexual orientation
or gender identity.” In November 2017, the Inter-
American Court of Human Rights ruled that same-sex
marriage should be recognized and required that all

States Parties to the American Convention on Human
Rights comply with the decision.™

Family laws: a challenging area for
reform

In spite of these wide-ranging human rights norms,
family laws in many parts of the world include
discriminatory provisions that create substantial
legal inequality for women.? In some contexts,

the age of marriage for girls continues to be set
lower than for boys.? Some laws place restrictions
on women'’s rights once they get married (see
Figure 3.1). Others limit women’s ability to choose
their own residence, for example, or to apply for

a passport or travel outside of the country. Where
family law does not recognize certain relationships,
such as cohabiting or same-sex partnerships, the
individuals involved may be denied entitlements
such as social protection that those in recognized
partnerships enjoy.

Family laws fundamentally shape women'’s agency
with regard fo entering and exiting partnerships,
their reproductive choices and their decision-making
power within families. The consequences of restrictive
laws for women'’s rights can be dire. Without the

legal right to divorce, for instance, or to custody of
her children, a woman may be trapped in a violent
relationship with life-threatening implications.

Changing family laws remains challenging,
especially in contexts where religious authority is
strongly institutionalized within the state.?? Family
laws are the area of law that are most likely to be
subject to legal pluralism. In these systems, laws and
regulations based on different religious (Christian,
Muslim, etc.) or ethnic identities exist alongside one
another, sometimes in addition to a civil code. In
practice, this means that different groups of women
living in the same country may be subject to distinct
sets of laws. Customary laws are often presented as
being based on tradition, while religious laws are
derived from particular interpretations of scripture.
Women may opt for a customary or religious
marriage because it is socially more acceptable

or it represents an important part of their cultural
identity. In some contexts, civil law is associated with
colonial rule and is thus seen as less legitimate.?
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Efforts to enact a unified civil code, effectively rights as women and their cultural rights.* However,

eliminating religious or customary provisions, have in discriminatory family laws can and do change. As the
some instances become extremely divisive because example of Tunisia shows (see Box 3.1), this is often the
they are perceived to marginalize minority groups, with result of determined campaigning and advocacy by

some women feeling forced to choose between their women'’s rights and feminist organizations.

PROGRESS ON FAMILY LAWS IN TUNISIA

Tunisia has long been a leader in the Arab world on gender-equitable laws. In 1956, its Code of Personal Status
provided for marriage based on mutual consent and equality for women in divorce proceedings.?® In 2018, steps
were taken to make Tunisia the first country in the region to legislate for equal inheritance rights.?

In 2014, the Government removed all reservations to CEDAW and a new constitution was enacted that granted women
far-reaching new rights.” Women'’s civil society organizations had worked across party lines and historical divisions
between Islamic and secular women'’s rights groups to establish the National Dialogue for Women, which developed
an inclusive platform for their demands regarding the new constitution.?® To make the process more accessible and
transparent, women'’s organizations translated proceedings of the constituent assembly and broadcast them via
social media, which also created opposition fo a draft clause that would have positioned women as ‘complementary’
to men.” As a result of women'’s activism, the draft was amended to provide that “all citizens, male and female, have
equal rights and duties, and are equal before the law without any discrimination” (article 21).2°

The new constitution provided a firm foundation for significant legislative changes in 2017, including passing of the
Law on Eliminating Violence Against Women, repeal of the penal code provision that had allowed a rapist to escape
punishment if he married his victim, and changes to laws that prevented Muslim women from marrying non-Muslims.*

The Individual Freedoms and Equality Commission (COLIBE), composed of scholars, lawyers and feminists,
made further recommendations for harmonizing legislation with the constitution, including a draft bill in 2018

to change laws that limit women'’s inheritance to half that of men’s.?? Islamic feminists in the region argue that
inheritance laws require reform not only on the basis of equality and justice but also to keep pace with changes
in the structure and dynamics of family life. Women'’s lesser access to inheritance has historically been justified
because men were perceived as the sole breadwinners and expected to provide exclusively for their wives and
families. Now that a sizeable proportion of households in some countries in the region are maintained by women

alone,*® Islamic feminists argue that the case for change is irrefutable and urgent.?*

Recent years have also seen increased recognition of
same-sex pdartnerships in family law, although progress
has been challenging and uneven. Starting with the
Netherlands in 2001, today there are 42 countries and
territories worldwide where same-sex couples can marry
or enter into legally recognized partnerships (see Table
3.1). Some 68 countries, however, have laws that explicitly
criminalize consensual sexual relations between partners
of the same sex, and in 11 of these, such relations are
punishable by death.?®* Some laws create obstacles

for transgender people to create the families of their
choice. For example, in Europe, 21 countries require
married transgender people to divorce as a mandatory
requirement in order fo transition.

Most advances have been made in Europe and
Northern America, Latin America and the Caribbean
and Australia and New Zealand. But there has
also been progress recently in Asia. In May 2017,
the constitutional court in Taiwan Province of
China ruled that, in its definition of marriage as
between a man and a woman, the civil code was
unconstitutional because it discriminated against
same-sex couples. In May 2019, the legislature
passed a law allowing same-sex marriage for the
first time.’” Meanwhile, in September 2018, the
Supreme Court of India repealed Section 377 of
the Penal Code, a colonial-era clause that had
previously criminalized same-sex relations.3®
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TABLE 3.1 RECOGNITION OF SAME-SEX MARRIAGES AND PARTNERSHIPS

Region Same-sex marriage Partnership recognition for

same-sex couples

Europe and Northern Belgium, Canada, Denmark, Andorra, Croatia, Cyprus, Czechia, Austria, France, Germany, Malta,
America Finland, Iceland, Ireland, Estonia, Greece, Hungary, ltaly, the Netherlands, United Kingdom
Luxembourg, Norway, Portugal, Liechtenstein, San Marino, (6)

Spain, Sweden, United States (12)  Slovenia, Switzerland (12)
Australia and New ((©) ) Australia, New Zealand (2)
Zealand
Latin America and Argentina, Mexico (2) Chile, Ecuador (2) Brazil, Colombia,
Caribbean Uruguay (3)
Sub-Saharan Africa ) ) South Africa (1)
East and South-Eastern © © Taiwan Province of China (1)
Asia
Central and South Asia ) ) )
Northern Africa and ©) Israel (1) ©)
Western Asia
Oceania (excl. Australia  (0) ) )

and New Zealand)

Source: Ramén Mendos 2019.

Notes: Based on a review of 193 countries and territories. The ‘Same-sex marriage’ column includes states that have legalized marriage for same-sex couples, but
where there is no other form of legal partnership recognition available. The ‘Partnership recognition for same-sex couples’ column includes states that have some
other form of union recognition for same-sex couples, that is not ‘marriage’ per se, but may offer similar rights—for example, ‘Civil Unions’, ‘Registered Unions/, or ‘Civil
Partnerships’. The range of rights enshrined by partnership recognitions in this grouping is varied: whilst some recognitions enshrine rights similar to marriage, such

as adoption and parenting rights, tax and social security benefits, pensions, inheritance, and healthcare, others enshrine a more limited array of family rights. Some
same-sex partnership recognitions, for example, do not guarantee same-sex adoption and parenting rights. The ‘both’ column indicates states where both marriage
and alternative partnership recognitions are available to same-sex couples. Data current: as of May 2019. The numbers in parentheses refer to the number of countries
where these legal provisions exist.

Legalisation of same-sex marriage is often a stepping on the ground typically take longer to shift, and

stone to broader recognition of LGBTI rights. For women often lack access to justice institutions due fo

example, Argentina became the first country in Latin cost, distance and stigma. Moreover, justice actors

America and the Caribbean to legalize same-sex typically reflect the gender stereotypes and bias of

marriage in 2010, which acted as a catalyst for further society at large.*°

advances including the right to medically assisted

reproduction and adoption for same-sex couples.® Bearing this in mind, the next section turns to
social and economic changes that are also

Laws are critical in setting a normative standard, but required to strengthen women’s agency and voice

legal reform alone is often insufficient to bring about in their intimate relationships, beginning with

social change. Even when laws change, practices partnership formation.

3.3 AGENCY IN PARTNERSHIP FORMATION

Women and men should have an equal right to enter entering a partnership. However, the extent to which
a consensual partnership at the time of their choosing. women have agency in partnership formation varies
They should also have an equal right to decide against geographically as well as by class and race/ethnicity.
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Globally, the age of marriage is rising (see Chapter 2,
Figure 2.3), and in some regions and countries women
are opting out of marriage altogether. These trends
indicate that women are exercising greater choice

and agency in partnership decisions. Overall, delays in
marriage can result in women entering conjugal unions
in a better bargaining position, at least in part because
they may have gained additional years of education

or employment experience.* At the same time, as
explained below, these trends can also indicate sluggish
change in social norms around marriage as well as
men'’s declining economic opportunities. These shifts
notwithstanding, the majority of women worldwide still
live in countries where marriage is largely universal and
age at first marriage is usually young.

What factors enable and constrain women’s agency in
choosing an intimate partner? Building on the trends
identified in Chapter 2, the following sections tease

out key social and economic dynamics, first in regions
where partnership formation is changing and then in
regions where marriage remains universal. The section
concludes by identifying avenues for public action to
expand women’s agency in this arena.

Factors enabling and constraining
women’s agency where partnership
formation is changing

In developed countries, changing patterns of
partnership formation—including a rise in age of
marriage, delayed childbearing and growing rates
of cohabitation—have been driven by interlinked
ideational, legal and material change.*? Alongside
growth in women’s educational attainment and labour
force participation (see Chapter 4), second-wave
feminism problematized the patriarchal foundations
of heterosexual marriage and challenged women'’s
traditional family roles.** The liberalization of divorce
laws and recognition of women'’s property rights
reinforced these normative changes. Moreover, the
sexual revolution triggered the widespread availability
of contraception, enabling women to have sexual
relationships without necessarily having children.
Generally these patterns are a positive reflection of
women’s empowerment: marriage and childbearing
are no longer compulsory for women but among
several valid choices.

But men’s atftitudes and expectations of marriage
have, in some cases, been slower to change. Higher
rates of non-marriage may also reflect women'’s
growing reluctance to enter into partnerships in
which they are expected to take on subordinate
gender roles. For example, in the high-income
countries and territories of East Asia (Japan, the
Republic of Korea and Taiwan Province of China),
cohabitation and childbearing outside of marriage
remains relatively rare; and despite some change,
social norms still prescribe that women should marry
men of equal or higher status in terms of education
and class (hypergamy).** In contexts where women
are out-performing men in education, and economic
stagnation has impacted on men’s wages in
particular, women’s advances may have ironically
made them less attractive marriage partners.*® In
all regions, even when women work outside of the
house, they bear primary responsibility for unpaid
care and domestic work at home (see Chapter 5).
Where the norm of filial piety (meaning respect and
care for one’s elders) prevails, this often includes
caring for the husband’s parents, with little support
from the state.*®

The interaction of these social norms—of
hypergamy, the gender division of labour and filial
piety—has led some women to opt out of marriage
altogether, contributing fo extremely low birth rates
in these countries.* In this instance, material and
ideational change have not occurred at the same
pace, resulting in an incomplete transformation in
marriage and family life.*®

In Latin America and the Caribbean, the so-called
‘cohabitation boom’ has been driven by two trends.
On the one hand, cohabitation in the region has
historically been a coping strategy, common among
poorer women who are more likely fo begin to
cohabit and become mothers as adolescents or
young adults.*® On the other hand, the region has
more recently witnessed a rise in cohabitation
among wealthier women of different age groups.
With the liberalization of divorce and changing
social norms, the practice of cohabitation has
expanded as a prelude to marriage, as a pattern of
life after divorce and as a lifelong choice.?®
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In other contexts, delayed marriage or non-marriage

is less indicative of women’s empowerment and more
closely related o men’s lack of economic resources.
While in many countries in Europe the frend seems

to traverse social classes, the rise in cohabitation in

the United States is driven by racial and economic
inequalities.”' Using education as a proxy for socio-
economic class, studies find that while cohabitation has
increased for all groups,® for highly educated white
women it is often a short precursor to marriage, while
for African American women, especially those with less
education, this transition is less likely.?® In 2012, 87.9 per
cent of highly educated white women had married by
the age of 40-44, compared to 70.9 per cent of African
American women with the same level of education;

and while a similar proportion of white women with low
education were married (87.1 per cent), only 55.8 per
cent of African American women with low education
were.>* Since the 1980s, rates of marriage have declined
for all groups, but at a much steeper rate for African
American women and men, and for the least educated
among them, than for any other ethnic group.®

A combination of factors explains this growing class

and race divide. The loss of manufacturing jobs since

the 1970s has led to significant declines in earnings and
increases in unemployment, which has impacted on the
ability of less-educated groups to support a stable family
life.*¢ Meanwhile, although African American women are
increasingly well educated, high levels of unemployment
and incarceration of African American men, who are
five times more likely to be in prison than white men,* all
contribute to a “deficit of marriageable men,” in a context
where inter-racial marriage remains relatively rare.

Constraints on women’s agency in the
regions where marriage is universal
Marriage remains largely universal and socially
compulsory in much of Southern and Eastern Asia, Sub-
Saharan Africa and Northern Africa and Western Asia. In
these regions, the extent to which women can exercise
agency in partnership formation is highly constrained by
a mix of social norms and economic factors.

In many countries, choosing a partner is not an
individual decision but one that is taken by the wider
family or social network. In India, for example,

the practice of arranged marriages remains

commonplace. In traditional parent-arranged
marriages, women often exercise little agency in
choosing a partner and may meet their husband-to-be
for the first time on their wedding day.*® The practice,
however, has evolved over time and has been partially
replaced by semi-arranged marriages, particularly

in urban areas.® In these arrangements, families are
involved in suggesting potential matches, but women
choose whether to marry and who to partner with.

Women in semi- and self-arranged marriages are three
times as likely as those in family-arranged marriages

o exercise agency on key areas of decision-making—
including on expenditures, when to have children (and
how many) and contraception—and twice as likely

to be able to visit friends and relatives unescorted.
Those in semi-arranged marriages are also less likely
to experience marital violence compared to those in
traditional parent-arranged marriages.®

In spite of these changes, marriage in many contexts
continues to be a largely economic arrangement
between families. Where bridewealth or dowry is
practised, women'’s subordination within families can
be reinforced throughout their lives (see Box 3.2).

Lack of economic resources drives competing trends. In
some cases, high levels of unemployment explain lower
rates of marriage, as in Southern Africa.®? In Botswana
and Namibia, for example, marriage has shifted from
a universal rite of passage fo an exclusive practice

for those with economic resources and middle-class
aspirations.®® In Northern Africa and Western Asia, men
are traditionally expected to cover marriage costs

and subsequently fill the role of exclusive provider.54

In Egypt, about 70 per cent of marriage costs (such

as celebrations, housing, furniture and clothing) are
borne by the groom and his family, with the bride’s
family covering the remaining third.®® One study found
that marriage costs were 11 times the average annual
household expenditure; for the poorest quintile of
waged workers, fathers and grooms would need to
save their entire earnings for more than 7 years to
accumulate enough to be able to marry.®® As a result, in
Egypt—but also other countries in the region—a highly
significant transition to adulthood is being postponed
while an often undesired period of so-called ‘waithood’
is imposed on people in their twenties.®”
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IN FAMILIES

MARRIAGE PAYMENTS AS A CAUSE AND CONSEQUENCE OF WOMEN'S SUBORDINATION

Dowry is the practice whereby the bride’s parents transfer payments to the groom’s family. Historically

practised in Western Asia, Europe, Eastern Asia and some parts of the Americas,® dowry remains

widespread in Southern Asia despite long-standing feminist campaigns and legislation prohibiting

the practice in, for example, both Bangladesh and India.®® In the latter, economic liberalization and

commercialization have contributed to the spread of the practice from upper- to middle- and lower-caste

Hindus, as well as to Christians, Muslims and tribal groups.’® The status and economic position of families

is linked with weddings as a public display of wealth. Gifts that were once voluntary and/or nominal have

become compulsory and have spiralled up in value. Dowry has shifted from a signifier of marriage to a

central condition for a daughter’s eligibility.”

Dowry practices can fuel violence against women when, for instance, the bride’s family fails to pay the dowry

in full or the gifts are deemed unsatisfactory. Husbands are the most common perpetrators and mothers-

in-law are often implicated.”? Women in Kerala, in Southern India, expressed contradictory views on dowry:

while they noted the centrality of a substantial dowry to securing a good marriage, they also identified dowry

as “the main problem women face.” Such assessments underscore the challenges faced by women's rights

advocates as they campaign to end the practice.”

Bridewealth is a marriage payment system practised in parts of Sub-Saharan Africa, China and Oceania

(excluding Australia and New Zealand), in which the groom transfers assets to the bride’s family to compensate

them for the costs of raising their daughter and the loss of her agricultural and reproductive labour.” In Sub-

Saharan Africa, the practice is widespread among Christian and Muslim communities in both urban and rural

areas.” While traditionally a range of goods such as livestock, clothing, beads and household goods were given,

families are now more likely to pay cash; the amount given has increased over time, sometimes exponentially.”®

While some women regard bridewealth payment as a marker of prestige, evidence suggests that it reduces

women'’s sexual and reproductive autonomy, including their ability to consent to sexual relations.”” By facilitating

broader control over wives, it may also contribute to domestic abuse and curtail women'’s ability to leave a

violent relationship, which would require bridewealth repayment.”® Following a long-running campaign by a

women'’s organization called Mifumi, such repayments were found to be unconstitutional and “dehumanizing of

women” by the Constitutional Court of Uganda in 2015.7°

In contrast, girls can be pushed into marriage when
economic scarcity intersects with discriminatory social
norms that frame marriage and childbearing as
women'’s destiny. Where dowry is practised, families
may marry their daughters off at a young age to keep
the payments affordable; in contexts of bridewealth,
families may rely on payments from a daughter’s
marriage o support younger siblings.®° At the same time,
marriage can be seen as a way to protect girls’ chastity
and purity, on which their reputation and social status
depend. Studies from countries as diverse as Brazil and
Timor-Leste find that, marriage is seen as a ‘fix’ for the
dishonour of adolescents’ extra-marital childbearing.®

These dynamics contribute to the situation whereby
one in five women globally are married or in a union

under the age of 18. While the overall rate of child
marriage has declined by a quarter since 2002, most
of the decline is concentrated among girls under

the age of 15 (see Chapter 2, Figure 2.4). Because of
the youthful structure of populations in developing
regions, the actual number of girls married young is
in fact increasing. According to latest estimates, some
12 million girls are marrying in childhood each year.??

Conflict and crises can also trigger higher levels of
child and forced marriage. In environments where
girls and young women are exposed to rape and
sexual assault, families may marry off their daughters
in order to protect them from the dishonour
associated with being a victim or becoming pregnant
as a result of these crimes.®
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In refugee camps in Jordan and Lebanon, girls

from urban Syrian communities—areas where child
marriage was not commonly practised before the
conflict—are increasingly being married young.®*
According to the latest household survey in Syria
(2006), 13 per cent of Syrian women were married
before the age of 18.35 But, in 2016, as many as 40.5
per cent of Syrian women living in Lebanon were
married before the age of 18 (compared to 6 per cent
of Lebanese women).%¢

Public action to support women’s agency in
entering into partnerships

A number of factors can improve women'’s agency

in partnership formation. Laws on the minimum age
of marriage are important, as well as investments

in education that include comprehensive sexuality
education (CSE), and opportunities for women'’s
labour market participation.

Minimum age of marriage laws

Laws that prohibit marriage for girls or boys before
the age of 18 set an important normative standard.
Globally, the legal age of marriage for girls is 18 in

all but four countries and territories.?” Nevertheless,
nearly two thirds of countries and territories allow
girls to be married earlier with parental or judicial
consent.?® There are positive signs of change: between
2015 and 2017, among a set of 112 countries, 9
countries improved their laws on the minimum age for
marriage, typically by eliminating such exceptions.?®

There is some evidence that in Sub-Saharan Africa,
countries with laws that consistently set the age of
marriage at 18 have lower rates of child marriage.®°
Yet given its complex social and economic drivers,
ending the practice requires broader public action.®

Investments in quality education for girls

Evidence from 78 developing countries shows that
educational attainment is related to increased age
of marriage: women aged 20-24 with secondary
education are much less likely to have married
before the age of 18 than those with primary or no
education.?? The correlation is bidirectional: girls
who are in school for longer are less available for
marriage; but getting married early also typically
curtails girls’ opportunities to go to school.®®

Advances in education have also been linked to a
decrease in adolescent pregnancy in Latin America
and the Caribbean, although the fact that early unions
and pregnancy remain prevalent among the poorest
groups suggests that additional investments are
required (see Chapter 2, Figure 2.9).>* Comprehensive
sexuality education that includes information about
sex, contraception and healthy and consensual
relationships should be provided to both girls and
boys, as should access to comprehensive family
planning and reproductive healthcare.

The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural
Organization (UNESCO) has defined CSE broadly as
“a curriculum-based process of teaching and learning
about the cognitive, emotional, physical and social
aspects of sexuality. It aims to equip children and young
people with knowledge, skills, attitudes and values
that will empower them to: realize their health, well-
being and dignity; develop respectful social and sexual
relationships; consider how their choices affect their
own well-being and that of others; and, understand
and ensure the protection of their rights throughout
their lives.”*® In recognition of young people’s diverse
identities, CSE should account for inequalities on the
basis not only of gender but also socio-economic class,
ethnicity, race, immigration status, disability, sexual
orientation and gender identity.%

Implementing CSE programmes can be challenging,
especially in contexts where school infrastructure

is weak, human resources are limited and there

are cultural barriers to teaching the full range of
material. Nevertheless, progress has been made

in difficult contexts, generating some important
lessons for implementation.” A comprehensive global
review of sexuality and HIV education evaluations
found that curricula that address gender and power
were associated with significantly more positive
outcomes, including reduced pregnancy and sexually
transmitted infections, than those that did not. The
most effective programmes used participatory and
learner-centred teaching approaches, facilitated
critical thinking, addressed gender and power
explicitly, fostered personal reflection about how
these concepts affect one’s own life and relationships,
and helped participants value their own potential as
individuals and as change agents.%
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Girls who become pregnant while in school should

be supported to continue their education, including
through access to childcare facilities. In Sub-Saharan
Africa, special accommodations for teenage mothers
such as time off for breastfeeding are available in
Cabo Verde and Senegal; while in Gabon, childcare
centres have been established near schools. However,
in a number of countries, including Equatorial Guineaq,
Sierra Leone and the United Republic of Tanzania,
pregnant girls can be expelled, and in many others
there are no policies to encourage re-entry into
school after they have given birth.?®

Pathways to employment

Prospects for employment can also help families
to see the value of schooling their daughters and
enable girls to aspire for futures beyond early
marriage and childbearing.’®

In Bangladesh, significant declines in child marriage
and fertility can be attributed in part o women'’s
employment in the export garment industry, which
employs an estimated 15 per cent of all women
aged 16 to 30."”' One study found that girls who

live in villages close to garment factories were

4.4 percentage points more likely to be in school,

28 per cent less likely to get married and 29 per
cent less likely to give birth over the course of an
average year, relative to girls that lived elsewhere.
The largest effect in terms of marriage was on
younger girls aged 12-14, which is likely to be related
to them staying on in education in anticipation of
employment in the garment sector.”? These jobs,
even though they are often poor quality, have given
young Bangladeshi women a measure of freedom
from their natal homes and from expectations to
marry and have children young.™®

3.4 VOICE AND EQUALITY WITHIN PARTNERSHIPS

Historically, marriage contracts have entailed

a forfeiture of women'’s individual rights, and in
some countries this is still the situation today. In

19 countries and territories (out of 189 with data),

the law explicitly requires women to obey their
husbands. Some laws restrict married women'’s
freedom of movement: in 17 countries and territories,
married women are not allowed to travel outside of
the home in the same way as married men; and in
37 countries and territories, married women are not
allowed to apply for a passport in the same way as a
married man (see Figure 3.1).1%4

Kinship systems have a significant impact on
women’s capacity to exercise voice and agency in
their intimate partnerships. A qualitative study that
compared married women’s agency in patrilocal
Lesotho and matrilocal southern Malawi found that
the systems gave women highly differential access
fo economic and emotional resources. The patrilocal
system (where brides move to the husband'’s family)
disrupted young women'’s social networks and
reduced their livelihood options. Women reported
feeling disempowered on the basis of age in addition
to gender; they had little claim over household

resources, were required to undertake arduous
agricultural work and were denied opportunities for
education or alternative employment. In contrast,
the impact of these unequal power dynamics was
reduced in the matrilocal system (where husbands
move to the bride’s family). There, women reported
concern about their husbands leaving them, which
could entail repayment of bridewealth, but also that
they were happy in their marriages.’

What other dynamics enable and constrain women'’s
agency and voice within an intimate relationship?
This section begins by looking at two factors that
affect women'’s bargaining power. The first is age at
first marriage and the second is type of partnership
and the extent to which it is legally recognized.
Polygynous marriage and cohabitation are explored
in depth. This chapter thus brings into view the fact
that marital relationships are often embedded within
the broader family network and, especially in those
countries and regions where extended household
forms are common, women'’s agency is impacted not
only by the conjugal partnership itself but also by the
power dynamics between women and their in-laws
and their own relatives.
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in marriage and par+nerships.

Women should be able to
choose freely whether to
enter a partnership, when
and with whom. Children,
by definition, cannot
consent to marriage.

Women’s agency
within marriage

Within marriage,
women'’s rights are
often curtailed by
discriminatory laws.

Women'’s agency
to exit marriage

Even where divorce is
accessible to women, lack
of economic resources
may prevent them from
leaving.

Source: UNICEF 2018a; Ramén Mendos 2019 and World Bank 2018e.

Note: The analysis on laws that affect women’s agency within marriage is based on a sample of 189 countries and territories.

a

I
I

1in 5 young women aged 20 to
24 were married as children

42 countries and territories
have legalized same-sex
unions or marriage

But, in 68 countries, consensual
sex between same-sex
partners is against the law.

Despite progress, in many
countries when a woman
marries, her rights to
move freely, work and
make decisions for herself
are stripped away.

In some countries, women
lack the same rights as

men to initiate a divorce or
may lose custody of their
children if they do, which can
lock them into unhappy or
abusive marriages.

Laws that affect women's agency within marriage.

1. Compared to married men,
do married women have the
same right to:

travel outside the home?
—— get ajob or pursue a trade or profession?
—— choose where to live?

—— apply for a passport?

2. Does legislation
explicitly criminalize
marital rape?

3. Are married women
required by law to obey
their husbands?

°

000000000
00000000
e000000
e000000

3

NO

In 17 countries, there are
restrictions on married women
traveling outside their homes

In 19 countries, married women
do not have the same rights as
married men to get a job or
pursue a frade or profession

In 31 countries, married women
lose the right o choose where
to live

In 37 countries, married
women are not allowed to
apply for a passport

In 111 countries, marital
rape is not explicitly
criminalized in law

In 19 countries, married
women are required
by law to obey their
husbands

YES

In 64 countries, marital rape
is explicitly criminalized and
women are not required by
law to obey their husbands.
Married women have the
same rights as married

men to travel outside their
homes, get a job, choose
where to live and apply for
a passport
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The rest of the section examines a central area of
family life: reproduction. Women and their partners
make reproductive decisions in the context of broader
economic and social policies such as the availability
of maternity and paternity leave and childcare, as
discussed in Chapter 5. Within partnerships, however,
women'’s ability fo exercise agency with regards to
fertility is significantly impacted by their access to
sexudl and reproductive healthcare services and by
social norms around childbearing.

Age of marriage and spousal age
difference matter for women’s agency

It is common for women and girls fo marry considerably
older men. Analysis of data for 57 countries shows that
the median age gap for women married or in a union
aged 20-24 was 6.8 years, while for those married

or in a union before the age of 18, it was 7.5 years. A
cohort analysis comparing women aged 20-24 and
women aged 45-49 shows that there has been little

change over time. This suggests that while rates of
child marriage are decreasing, large spousal age
differences remain the norm."®

The impact of marrying at an early age, often to older
men, on women'’s ability to make household decisions
is profound. In Figure 3.2, analysis of data for the
same 57 countries shows that a higher proportion of
women who married before the age of 18 report that
their partner is the main decision-maker on several
aspects of their life, including how their own earnings
are spent (10.8 vs 7.8 per cent), their health care (32.9
vs 27.2 per cent) and large household purchases (34.3
vs 27.8 per cent), when compared to those whose first
marriage occurs after the age of 25.

Marrying or partnering with older men is also
associated with higher prevalence of violence against
women, women'’s lower capacity to negotiate condom
use, and higher HIV infection rates.'’

HIECIN=N DECISION-MAKING BY AGE AT FIRST UNION, CURRENTLY MARRIED OR IN-UNION,

WOMEN AGED 15-49, LATEST AVAILABLE YEAR

50

40
343

32.9

30

20

Proportion of women whose husbands or
partners mainly make decisions

Less than 18 years

[ Spending of their own earnings [ Own health care

18 to 24 years

30.2 30.9

27.2 27.8

25 years or older

Age at first union

M Large household purchases

Source: UN Women calculations based on ICF International 2007-2017, Demographic and Health Surveys.

Notes: Based on a sample of 57 countries. DHS 2007 or later are available for 62 countries. However, for Armenia, Guatemala, Rwanda, Sdo Tomé and Principe and
Ukraine, certain variables such as age of current partner were not available; in other cases, the sample size was insufficient.



CHAPTER 3

Does type of partnership make a
difference for women’s agency?

Women'’s ability to exercise agency and voice

is influenced by the kind of partnership (formal
marriage, civil union, polygynous marriage or
cohabitation) that they are in. The extent to which
different partnership types are recognized and
protected in law has an important, bearing on this
question. While the legal recognition of civil unions
and cohabitation advances women'’s rights, legal
prohibition of polygyny is a more contested area.

Women'’s rights in polygynous partnerships

In Sub-Saharan Africa, it is estimated that one
quarter of women are in polygynous marriages.'®
Polygyny predominates in agricultural societies,
where the practice originally functioned to facilitate
high levels of fertility and thus support survival.'*®

In recent years, a reduction in child mortality has
been correlated with a decline in the practice.™
Nonetheless, according to recent data the proportion
of currently married or in-union women aged 15-49 in
polygynous partnerships exceeds one third in atf least
five Sub-Saharan African countries, including Niger
(36.1 per cent), Chad (37.9 per cent), Gambia (38.7
per cent), Burkina Faso (42.2 per cent) and Guinea
(47.8 per cent).™

Polygyny is founded on patriarchal social norms
that define men as power holders over strategic
resources, which include women and children. Yet
anthropological research illustrates great diversity
in polygynous relationships in terms of how spouses
are chosen, resource sharing, living arrangements
and divorce, with each of these factors impacting
on women'’s rights and agency within these
marriages.™ Some women enjoy greater autonomy
in polygynous relationships and benefit from the
pooling of resources and of domestic and agricultural
labour that such families allow. However, they also
often have to negotiate complex relationships with
co-wives and compete for (sometimes) scarce
resources." Polygyny is often associated with forced
and child marriage.™

Human rights frameworks posit that polygyny
undermines women'’s rights and dignity and should

be abolished (see section 3.2)." The challenge for
policy, then, is how to achieve that outcome, given that
simply legislating against it has had little impact on its
prevalence.™ Prohibition may also further marginalize
women in polygynous marriages by denying them
legal recognition or access to services."”

Sub-Saharan African countries such as Kenya and
South Africa have enacted legislation that follows
the pragmatic approach of the Maputo Protocol."
The Kenyan Marriage Act (2014) defines marriage as
“the voluntary union of a man and a woman whether
monogamous or polygamous” and sets the minimum
age of marriage at 18 years. While such legislative
approaches have been criticized by some for
legitimizing polygyny, these moves bring polygynous
relationships and the women in them within the
protection of wide-ranging human rights provisions
(CEDAW, Maputo Protocol), including equal property
rights, equal rights to divorce and equal rights and
responsibilities vis-a-vis children."

Women'’s rights in cohabiting partnerships

While the rise in cohabitation in some regions is
associated with women'’s growing economic and

social equality, does it tfranslate intfo more equitable
partnerships? Several studies have looked at this
question and the answer is: it depends. Social class and
the social acceptability of cohabitation both play a role.

A recent study of low-income women in Chile found
that the rise in cohabitation reflected a loosening of
parental power in dictating daughters’ partnering
decisions, indicating an increase in women'’s
autonomy. This does not, however, mean the
relationships themselves were more equal in terms
of gender relations.”” The study found that couples
followed conventional gender roles, with men

as breadwinners and women responsible for the
majority of unpaid care work. There seemed to be
greater gender equality among wealthier cohabiting
couples, who tended to be dual earners and
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reported sharing expenses and housework; however,
this only lasted while they remained childless. If and
when the couple had children, cohabiting women
reported that they fell back into more traditional
gender roles and typically received more support
from their mothers than from their partners for
childcare and housework.™

In Europe, the gender division of paid and unpaid
work tends to be more unequal in marriage than
cohabitation, but context matters. In Italy, where
cohabitation is relatively uncommon and is not
legally recognized, cohabiting women have a more
equal division of labour with their partners than their
married counterparts.’” This may reflect the fact that
the women and men who choose this path are more
likely to want to renegotiate traditional gender roles. In
France, where cohabitation is very common and most
‘marriage-like) the gender division of labour is similar
to that within marriage.'?

This highlights the fact that, whatever form women's
relationships take, discriminatory social norms are
hard to shift. This reinforces the need to ensure

that women's rights to social security entitlements,
custody and inheritance are protected in cohabiting
partnerships. To date, wide variation exists in the
rights afforded to cohabiting couples. In France and
the Netherlands, women in cohabiting partnerships
have comparable rights fo married women if they
register their partnerships.'?* In Australia, both
heterosexual and same-sex cohabiting couples have
legal rights equivalent to marriage, without the need
to register, making it a model for other countries.’?®

The path towards recognition of cohabiting
partnerships in South America has been gradual

and uneven, often starting with reforms to equalize
the status of children born outside of marriage as in
Colombia (1968),'*¢ Argentina (1985), Chile (1998) and
Uruguay (2004).” In the 1990s and 2000s, these four
countries took further steps to recognize informal
unions.'”® Cohabiting couples in Colombia have similar
rights fo married couples in respect to healthcare,

pensions, citizenship, child support and alimony
payments, and these rights are assumed on the basis
of at least two years of monogamous co-residence,
with registration not required to claim them.'” Since
2007, these rights have applied equally fo heterosexual
and same-sex cohabiting couples.™

Reproductive agency

International human rights frameworks set important
normative standards around women'’s reproductive
rights in both marriage and other intimate
partnerships (see Box 3.3). This is because women'’s
reproductive agency has a critical bearing on the
broader conditions of their lives, including their
physical and emotional well-being, their economic
opportunities and the amount of time they spend on
unpaid care (see Chapter 5). Thus, a key indicator
of women'’s voice and agency within their intimate
partnerships is the extent to which women can make
decisions about whether and when to have children
and how many to have.

Discriminatory social norms and inadequate
reproductive healthcare services pose major barriers
to women'’s ability to negotiate their rights within
relationships. In families and communities, the

belief that young women'’s sexual desire should be
controlled fuels harmful practices such as female
genital mutilation (see Chapter 6), as well as child,
early and forced marriage. Within marriage,
women'’s social status and perceived worth is all too
often linked to their ability to produce children (in
some cases, specifically sons).” Where access to
safe and desired contraceptive methods is limited,
women’s autonomy is greatly reduced. In the contfext
of same-sex partnerships or delayed motherhood,
reproductive agency is at once facilitated by new
technology and limited by their often prohibitive
costs. Considering factors such as discriminatory
social norms and economic stratification, this section
focuses on two components of women'’s reproductive
agency: first, their access to modern contraception
and safe abortion; and second, their access to
assisted reproductive technology.
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HUMAN RIGHTS GUARANTEES OF WOMEN'S SEXUAL AND REPRODUCTIVE HEALTH

AND RIGHTS

Women'’s sexual and reproductive health and rights are guaranteed in a comprehensive and wide-ranging
set of human rights conventions and policy instruments developed since the 1960s. These include the rights
of women to control matters related to their sexuality; to decide on whether, when and how many children
to have; to be informed about and have access to family planning; to be able to access reproductive and
maternal healthcare; and fo access safe abortion under some circumstances.

The right to sexual and reproductive health is an integral part of the right to health enshrined in article 12 of the
International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR, 1966)."*? Article 16 of CEDAW (1979)
guarantees women equal rights in deciding “freely and responsibly on the number and spacing of their children
and to have access to the information, education and means to enable them to exercise these rights.”'?

The 1994 International Conference on Population and Development (ICPD) Programme of Action provided
the first comprehensive definition of reproductive rights, which rests on “the recognition of the basic right
of all couples and individuals to decide freely and responsibly the number, spacing and timing of their
children and to have the information and means to do so, and the right to attain the highest standards

of sexual and reproductive health.”** The Programme of Action requires that all have access to “safe,
effective, affordable and acceptable methods of family planning of their choice”, as well as healthcare
services to support and enable healthy pregnancy and safe childbirth.* The Programme of Action further
elaborated that “in circumstances where abortion is not against the law, such abortion should be safe.”’3¢

The Beijing Platform for Action (1995) reinforced these commitments, stating that “the human rights of
women include their right to have control over and decide freely and responsibly on matters related to their
sexuality, including sexual and reproductive health, free of coercion, discrimination and violence.””’

Several human rights treaty bodies have elaborated States’ duties to ensure all women enjoy these

rights in practice. For example, in 2016, the Committee on the Rights of the Child urged States “to adopt
comprehensive gender and sexuality-sensitive sexual and reproductive health policies for adolescents,
emphasizing that unequal access by adolescents to such information, commodities and services amounts to
discrimination.”’®

The CEDAW Committee and the Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities have emphasized the
need to guarantee the sexual and reproductive health and rights of women with disabilities. This includes

“respect for autonomous decision-making by women, including women with disabilities” and ensuring that
“women with disabilities are protected against forced abortion, contraception or sterilization against their
will or without their informed consent.”’®

Treaty body jurisprudence has indicated that denying women access to abortion where there is a threat

to the woman'’s life or health, or where the pregnancy is the result of rape or incest, violates the rights

to health," privacy™ and, in certa