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HEALTH
Tremendous progress has been made – maternal 
mortality dropped by 45 per cent between 1990 
and 2015, and child mortality by more than half –
but not enough. 
HIV incidence increased; women are biologically 
more susceptible to HIV transmission putting 
them at particular risk
More girls survive infancy than boys but the 
skewed sex ratio at birth persists in some 
countries, particularly in Asia

Falling l

EDUCATION
Educational attainment has been increasing, but 
significant gender disparities persist
More girls achieve proficiency in maths and reading 
than boys in most countries. On the other hand, girls 
are less likely than boys to be in organized learning 
before primary school 
Most countries reported integrating sexuality 
education at secondary level, but lack of information 
about its quality and content persist
Women remain underrepresented at the graduate 
level, particularly in STEM-related degrees

EMPLOYMENT
Falling female labor force participation rates
Women and girls spend as much as 11 times more of 
their day on unpaid care and domestic work
Women have less access than men to financial 
services and productive assets
Women either concentrated in low-paying and low-
skilled jobs, confined in traditional unpaid family work 
arrangements or in informal and vulnerable 
employment sectors
Female owned/managed enterprises are often small 
with low capital base and low productivity

OTHER DEVELOPMENT OUTCOMES
1 in 2 women has experienced physical and/or sexual 
violence from an intimate partner in the last 12 
months
South and Southwest Asia record the highest rates of 
child marriage globally; 1 in 3 women are married or 
in a union by the age of 18
Women’s representation in decision making and 
leadership roles remains limited
Girls aged under 15 are over-represented among 
those living in slums
Women more likely to be the victims of trafficking
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State of Play on Gender Equality in Asia Health outcomes (SDG 3) (ADB and UN Women 2018) While the maternal mortality ratio dropped from 178 to 86 per 100,000 live births between 2000 and 2015, maternal deaths persist and progress has been largely uneven. In 2015, almost 92 per cent of all maternal deaths in Asia and the Pacific – around 78,000 – occurred in just 12 countries, with South and South-West Asia registering the largest share and the highest total due to their large populations. HIV incidence increased across the region between 2000 and 2015, from 23 to 29 per 100,000 men, and from 10 to 13 per 100,000 women aged 15–49. Women are biologically more susceptible to HIV transmission, which, combined with gendered power dynamics in relationships and violence against women, puts them at particular risk. More girls survive infancy than boys but the sex ratio is skewed for some countries in the region. This points to the discriminatory practice of son bias and daughter devaluation, which leads to sex-selective abortion, neglect and deliberate infanticide. The region has some of the countries with the highest incidence of missing women in the world. Education outcomes (SDG 4)Educational attainment in Asia has been increasing over the past few decades, with most individual member economies making progress in increasing the number of nationals who attend and complete secondary and tertiary education. Data show that college enrolment grew nearly five-fold in the region, from 20.4 million in 1990 to 95.9 million in 2016 (World Bank, Education Statistics). The expansion of higher education has also driven an increase in the number of adults with completed tertiary education despite some variations between countries in the region. Between 2001 and 2016, the number of graduates from tertiary education more than doubled from 12.9 million to 30.1 million. However, significant gender disparities persist (ADB and UN Women 2018).More girls achieve proficiency in maths and reading than boys in most countries. On the other hand, girls are less likely than boys to be in organized learning before primary school in the region (ADB and UN Women 2018).In the Asia and the Pacific region, most (22 of 28) countries reported integrating sexuality education at secondary level, but there is a lack of information about its quality and content (ADB and UN Women 2018).Uneven proportions of Asian students are graduating with STEM-related degrees—fields of study that correspond to high-skilled professions. However, large numbers of male students dominate in these degrees (UNESCO 2017). Employment, entrepreneurship and other economic outcomes (SDG 8)Economic gains made in the region have not equally benefitted women and men. Asia and the Pacific is the only global region in which women’s labour force participation is falling – from 56 per cent in 1990 to 49 per cent in 2013. Women are better represented than men in informal non-agricultural jobs in half of Asia and the Pacific. Even in formal jobs, they still earn much less than men. Further, women have less access to financial services than men (ADB and UN Women 2018).Women and girls spend as much as 11 times more of their day than men and boys on unpaid care and domestic work, including cooking, cleaning and collecting water and fuel. In terms of access to economic and productive resources, women have less access than men to financial services and productive assets, including land, capital, agricultural extension and training, and information technologies.Women are either concentrated in low-paying and low-skilled jobs, confined in traditional unpaid family work arrangements or in informal and vulnerable employment sectors, or engaged in low-productivity sectors with limited opportunities for business growth and skills development (ADB 2017a; Kabeer 2000; UNCTAD 2016; Tuca 2018).Enterprises owned/managed by women are often characterized as small firms with low capital base and low productivity, and are normally survival oriented.  Moreover, women generally remain underrepresented in terms of firm ownership and management. Female-owned firms are largely constrained by access to finance, tax rates, political instability, and practices of the informal sector. In fact, approximately 74% of the rejections of trade finance proposals come from micro, small and medium enterprises (MSMEs) and midcap firms, with female-owned firms encountering 2.5 times more rejections than male-owned firms (Di Caprio et al. 2017). Other development outcomes (SDG 5, 11, 16) (ADB and UN Women 2018)1 in 2 women has experienced physical and/or sexual violence from an intimate partner in the last 12 months in countries across the region for which data is available.South and South-West Asia have the highest rates of child marriage in the region and in the world, where 1 in 3 women are married or in a union by the age of 18.Women’s representation in decision making and leadership roles remains limited: fewer than 1 in 5 parliamentarians in the region are women.Girls aged under 15 are over-represented among those living in slums. A lack of housing and security of tenure increases their vulnerability to eviction and exploitation.Women are more likely to be the victims of trafficking than men. In five of eight countries in the region with data on human trafficking for both men and women aged 18 years or older, the victimization rate per 100,000 population was much higher for women than men. For children, in all five countries for which data are available, girls are more vulnerable than boys. 



Subregion

Primary 
education

Secondary 
education

Tertiary 
education

1970* 2017** 1970* 2017** 1970* 2017**

Central Asia 0.97 1.00 0.91 1.00 0.81 1.03

East Asia 0.97 1.01 0.66 1.02 0.36 1.21

South Asia 0.51 0.92 0.16 0.97 0.15 0.82

Southeast Asia 0.87 0.97 0.58 1.02 0.33 1.19

The Pacific 0.74 0.98 0.74 1.08 0.35 1.54

Developing Asia 0.74 0.98 0.56 1.01 0.26 1.15

Progress on Gender Equality in Asia
EDUCATION
Gross Enrolment Ratio for Females in % of 
Gross Enrolment Ratio for Males.

Note: *1970 or earliest available year; ** 2017 or latest available
year
Source: World Bank, Education Statistics accessed on 22 February
2019.

1960–1965 2015–2020

Male Female Male Female

56.1 64.1 67.5 74.5

44.3 47.1 75.1 78.3

44.0 43.1 67.4 70.4

51.4 55.3 68.1 73.7

43.6 46.9 64.9 69.7

45.6 47.3 69.7 73.3

Life Expectancy at Birth
(Years)



Notes: Regional female (male) labor force participation rate refers to total female (male) labor 
force as percentage of female (male) working-age population (ages 15 and above) per region. 
The Pacific does not include Cook Islands, Federated States of Micronesia,  Kiribati, Marshall 
Islands, Nauru, Palau, and Tuvalu as data unavailable.
Source: ADB calculations using data from International Labour Organization. ILOSTAT. 
https://www.ilo.org/ilostat/ (accessed March 2019).

Female Labor Force Participation 
Rates, 1990 and 2017 (%)
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Formal vs Informal MSMEs
(% of firms)
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Source: International Finance Corporation. Enterprise Finance Gap Database. 
https://finances.worldbank.org/widgets/2ppx-k958 (accessed April 2019). 



Constraints to Business for Pacific 
Firms (% of firms)
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Notes: Regional averages are computed by taking a simple average of country point estimates. For each economy, only the latest 
available year of survey data are used in this computation. 
Source: ADB calculations using data from World Bank. Enterprise Surveys. http://www.enterprisesurveys.org (accessed March 2019).



Challenges facing the Pacific

Source: World Bank. Doing Business 
Database. 
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Distance to Frontier in Trading Across 
Borders, 2014 and 2018 Access and Use of New Technology
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Notes: Trading across Borders-–Doing Business records the time and cost associated with the logistical process of exporting and importing goods.It measures the time and cost (excluding tariffs) associated with three sets of procedures—documentary compliance, border compliance and domestic transport—within the overall process of exporting or importing a shipment of goods. The distance to frontier score is normalized to range from 0 to 100, with 100 representing the frontier. For example, a score of 75 in 2014 means that an economy is 25 percentage points away from the frontier constructed from the global best performance. A score of 80 in 2018 would indicate that an economy is improving 



ADB’s Corporate Strategy

• Gender Equity is one of the seven 
operational priorities in ADB’s 2030 
Corporate Strategy

• Gender Equality and Women’s 
Empowerment Operational Plan 2013–
2020  
o ADB’s efforts to ensure that gender 

equality remains at the front and 
centre of its development efforts, 
and to accelerate progress in 
closing remaining gender gaps

• Nearly half, or 48%, of all ADB projects 
supported gender mainstreaming for 
the latest three-year period. 

• 2030 strategy targets 75% gender 
mainstreaming of all ADB projects

8

CA = concessional assistance. 
Source: ADB (Strategy, Policy and Review Department).



Download full report

https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/p
ublication/500106/leveraging-trade-
womens-empowerment.pdf

https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/publication/500106/leveraging-trade-womens-empowerment.pdf


Thank you.
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