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Gender-Sensitive Indicators : 
The State of the Art1 

Extensive wor k ha s bee n undertake n i n th e las t five  t o te n year s o n indicator s a t th e 
national leve l Thi s sectio n review s som e o f the mai n wor k specificall y o n gender -
sensitive indicator s tha t hav e bee n carrie d ou t b y th e U N an d donors . 

UNDP 1995 Human Development Repor t 
Since 199 0 th e UND P ha s produce d a n influentia l Huma n Developmen t Repor t 
which ha s include d a  discussion o f development relate d issue s an d a  composite inde x 
of human development , th e Huma n Developmen t Inde x (HDI) . Thi s composit e 
index i s made u p o f three areas : purchasing powe r parity , adul t literac y an d year s o f 
schooling, an d lif e expectancy . Whil e ther e hav e bee n a  number o f criticisms o f th e 
HDI, mainl y relate d t o technica l aspect s o f indicato r us e an d th e HDI' s conceptua l 
underpinnings, th e Human  Development  Report  i s at presen t th e mos t widel y quote d 
and widel y use d repor t o n indicator s a t th e nationa l an d regiona l levels . 

Some Commonwealt h countries , includin g Bangladesh , Ghan a an d India , hav e 
prepared huma n developmen t report s base d o n th e UND P methodology . Fe w of thes e 
reports, however , hav e include d a  gender focus . 

In preparatio n fo r th e 199 5 U N Worl d Conferenc e o n Women , th e 199 5 UND P 
Human Development  Report  focuse d o n gender , b y introducin g tw o composit e indexe s 
to measur e gende r equit y (th e GDI ) an d women' s empowermen t (th e GEM) . Thes e 
two composit e indexe s ar e likel y t o b e ver y importan t indexe s i n futur e discussion s 
on th e measuremen t o f gender inequalit y an d gendere d countr y leve l planning , an d 
deserve th e attentio n o f governments . 

Gender-related development index (GDI) 
The GD I utilise s countr y leve l achievement s i n th e sam e area s a s the HDI , tha t i s 
income, educatio n an d lif e expectancy . Th e greate r th e gende r disparit y withi n a 
country i n thes e areas , th e lowe r a  country's GD I become s a s compared t o it s HDI . 
The referenc e grou p i n thi s inde x an d th e GE M i s men. Th e methodolog y use d 
for th e GD I impose s a  penalty fo r inequality , s o tha t th e GD I achievemen t o f a 
country fall s whe n th e achievemen t level s o f both wome n an d me n i n a  countr y 
go down, o r whe n th e disparit y betwee n thei r achievement s increases . Calculatio n 
of the GD I involve s th e us e o f complex econometri c technique s whic h wil l no t 
be discusse d here , bu t whic h ma y hinde r th e widesprea d us e an d understandin g 
of such indexes . The GD I wa s developed t o sho w tha t n o societ y treat s it s wome n 
as well a s it s me n an d tha t gende r equalit y doe s no t depen d o n th e incom e leve l 
in a  society . 
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Some countries ' HDI ranking changes considerably when gender inequalit y i s 
factored in . Figure 2  gives the GDI rank of selected countries from th e 13 0 countries 
included i n the Human Development  Report. It also gives the HDI rank minus the 
GDI rank , showing the extent t o which countries improve or worsen their globa l 
ranking once gender inequalit y has been factored i n to the HDI calculation (th e 
higher the figure, the greater the improvement ; a  worsening i s indicated by a 
negative figure). 

Figure ? Gender-Relate d Development of Selected Countries 
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The GDI i s a useful methodologica l too l which can capture changes in gender 
relations over time both within a  country and between countries , as measured by a 
small number of important indicator s of the quality of life. 

Gender empowerment measure (GEM] 
The GEM examines whether women and men are able to participate actively i n 
economic and political life . To do so, it uses easily accessible data to measure 
'empowerment' i n the spheres of economic and political participation. I t uses 
three indicators : 
• pe r capita incom e in purchasing power parity in US dollars; 
• th e share of jobs classified a s professional an d technical , and administrative an d 

managerial, going to men and women ; 
• th e share of parliamentary seat s going to women and men . 

The thre e dimensions of empowerment ar e valued equally in the measure , and as with 
the GDI a  complex econometric analysi s is performed t o determine the GEM for th e 
116 countries for which data i s considered reliable . 

The Human Development  Report draws various conclusions by comparing the GEM 
and HDI, the GEM and GDI, and the GEM and income per capita. Such 
comparisons are useful fo r countries to make in order to determine how progressive 
countries are in achieving gender equality . Among the findings which can be 
extrapolated are : 
• Som e developing countries outperform muc h richer industria l countries in gender 

equality in political, economic and professional activities . 
• Som e countries have low GEM values as compared t o their GDI ranking, which 

means that the y are achieving more in terms of education and literacy than i n 
terms of employment an d political participation . 
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• Severa l countries i n East and Sout h Eas t Asia tha t hav e followed a n Eas t Asia n 
development mode l have lo w GEM values , pointing t o the margina l participation o f 
women i n high-level decision-making i n politics and management , despit e widesprea d 
participation i n economic activit y which has contributed t o economic growth . 

Limitations of the GDI and GFM 
Countries coul d attemp t t o improv e gender-relate d reportin g b y using composit e 
indexes suc h a s those i n th e Huma n Developmen t Report . Bu t i f they ar e t o b e use d 
it shoul d b e recognise d tha t bot h th e GD I an d GE M ar e limited . Som e o f th e 
limitations include : 
• Choic e o f indicators : As i n al l composit e indexe s th e choic e o f indicator s i s to a 

certain exten t arbitrary . Fo r example , i f the GE M ha d chose n a s one o f it s 
indicators 'membershi p o f unions' , ranking s woul d als o have bee n quit e different . 

• Weightin g o f indicators : This i s a problem wit h al l composit e indexes , a s there i s 
no objectiv e reaso n why , for example , educatio n shoul d b e weighte d equall y wit h 
life expectancy . 

• Lac k o f participatio n i n indicato r choice : Thi s i s one o f the mai n problem s wit h 
the GD I an d GEM , a s well a s the HD L The y hav e bee n develope d wit h ver y littl e 
public participation , wit h indicator s chose n b y specialists . I n addition , th e 
calculation o f the GD I an d GE M ca n b e understoo d onl y b y specialist s becaus e 
of the complexit y o f the calculation s involved , makin g i t difficul t t o facilitat e 
public participation . 

UN Publications 
The World's  Women  1995:  Trends  and  Statistics  (UN : Ne w York , 1995a . Socia l 
Statistics an d Indicators , Serie s K , No. 12) : 

This i s probably th e mos t comprehensiv e sourc e o f data o n th e situatio n an d statu s o f 
women a t th e nationa l level . I t wa s developed fro m th e U N Women's  Indicators  and 
Statistics Database  (WISTAT ) whic h i s available o n CD-ROM . WISTA T i s take n 
mainly fro m officia l nationa l sources , tha t i s from nationa l populatio n an d housin g 
censuses an d househol d sampl e surveys , o r estimate s base d o n these . 

The World's  Women  cover s five  mai n areas : population; health ; educatio n an d 
training; work ; an d power , influenc e an d violenc e agains t women . It s comprehensiv e 
nature an d sectora l organisatio n make s thi s documen t a  very usefu l guid e fo r 
governments lookin g t o summaris e dat a concernin g gende r a t th e nationa l level . 
Several gaps , however, remai n i n The  World's  Women,  particularl y a s far a s availabilit y 
and reliabilit y o f data i s concerned. Thes e gap s includ e lac k o f up-to-date dat a i n 
some areas , lac k o f data t o allo w compariso n t o th e situatio n o f men, an d lac k o f dat a 
from som e countries . 

In addition , th e U N ha s published a  number o f guides an d handbook s o n gender -
sensitive indicator s (se e References) , whic h wer e use d fo r th e productio n o f this guide : 

Gender Indicators  of  Developing Asian  and  Pacific  Countries (Manila : Asia n 
Development Bank , 1993) . 

This documen t wa s produced b y th e Centr e fo r Internationa l Researc h o f the U S 
Bureau o f the Census , wit h th e ai m o f grouping an d disseminatin g statistic s tha t wer e 
scattered amon g sectora l statistic s an d publications . Indicator s ar e organised b y secto r 
and b y country . Commonwealt h countrie s covere d i n th e documen t ar e Bangladesh , 
Hong Kong , India , Kiribati , Malaysia , Th e Maldives , Singapore , Th e Solomo n 
Islands, Sr i Lanka , Samoa , Tonga , an d Vanuatu . 
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The documen t include s indicator s on : 
• populatio n siz e and ag e characteristics , includin g se x ratio s by age ; 
• fertility , mortality , an d populatio n change , includin g crud e birt h an d deat h rates , 

maternal mortalit y a t delivery , an d infan t mortalit y rates ; 
• contraceptiv e use ; 
• marriag e an d households , includin g averag e househol d siz e and wome n head s o f 

households; 
• literac y an d education , includin g literac y rate s b y ag e an d enrolmen t rates ; 
• labou r forc e participation , includin g labou r forc e distributio n o f employment an d 

unpaid femal e employment . 

This i s a very usefu l sourc e fo r qualit y o f lif e indicators . However , th e focu s o f th e 
document i s somewhat limite d a s i t doe s no t includ e area s related t o women' s 
empowerment an d participation , suc h a s political participatio n o r violenc e 
against women . 

FAO's socioeconomic  indicator  programme following  from  the  World Conference  on 
Agrarian Reform  and  Rural  Development  (WCARRD) 

At th e 197 9 WCARRD, FA O membe r countrie s agree d t o collec t o n a  regular basi s 
quantitative dat a o n a  range o f indicator s pertinen t t o agraria n refor m an d rura l 
development, an d t o "establis h bench-mark s o n a  range o f socio-economic indicator s 
... fo r th e yea r 198 0 an d t o repor t change s i n th e level s o f these indicator s a t ever y 
other FA O conference , i.e. , 198 3 an d ever y fou r year s afterwards " (Dey-Abba s an d 
Gaiha, 1993 : 235) . 

WCARRD guideline s stres s the nee d t o disaggregate dat a by socio-economic grouping , 
age and sex . WCARRD i s developing, i n collaboration wit h othe r UN agencies , a 
database o n women i n agriculture , which wil l be incorporate d int o th e mai n WCARR D 
database. Country report s on progres s i n agrarian refor m an d rura l development ar e 
generally prepared b y the Ministr y o f Agriculture i n FAO membe r countries . Ensurin g 
that thes e country report s ar e prepared b y countries o n a  regular basis and contai n 
relevant gender-disaggregate d dat a woul d be one mean s o f identifying relativ e changes i n 
the statu s o f women ove r time i n the are a of rural development . Commonwealt h 
countries which hav e provided Countr y Report s t o th e FA O t o date are : Bangladesh , 
The Gambia , Kenya , Jamaica , Malawi , Malaysia , Nigeria , Seychelles , Sr i Lanka , 
Tanzania, Vanuat u an d Zimbabwe . 

Yearbook of International Labou r Statistics 
Produced b y the ILO , this include s gender-sensitive indicator s on : total an d economicall y 
active population , employmen t an d unemployment , hour s o f work, an d wages . 

The IL O ha s als o published a  seven-volume serie s entitle d Sources  and  Methods: 
Labour Statistics,  th e followin g o f which ar e o f particular relevance : 
• Volum e 2 : Employment, wage s an d hour s o f work (establishmen t surveys ) 

(Geneva, 1987 ) 
• Volum e 3 : Economically activ e population , employment , unemployment , wage s 

and hour s o f work (househol d surveys ) (Geneva , 1990 ) 
• Volum e 4 : Employment, unemployment , wage s an d hour s o f work (househol d 

surveys) (Geneva , 1989 ) 
• Volum e 5 : Total an d economicall y activ e population , employmen t an d 

unemployment (populatio n censuses ) (Geneva , 1990 ) 
• Volum e 6 : Household incom e an d expenditur e survey s (Geneva , 1994 ) 
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World Ran k 

The Worl d Ban k publishe s Social  Indicators of  Development  o n a n annua l basis . Thi s 
publication provide s sex-disaggregate d indicator s on : population , labour , education , 
enrolment ratios , lif e expectanc y an d materna l mortality . Th e mai n source s ar e th e 
UN Statistica l Office , ILO , an d W H O , supplemente d b y national databases . 

The Worl d Ban k ha s recentl y explore d th e extensio n o f the us e o f what i t has terme d 
Key Performanc e Indicator s a t th e sectora l leve l a s a  part o f improvin g it s monitorin g 
and evaluatio n systems . I t has , a s part o f it s 'Nex t Steps ' indicato r programme , 
developed a  series o f sectoral indicators , includin g indicator s o f population , 
education, agriculture , povert y an d housin g (Worl d Bank , 1995a) . While ther e i s 
little gender-specifi c informatio n i n thes e publication s ther e i s an extensiv e discussio n 
of use o f different kind s o f indicators . The sectio n o n indicator s o f poverty (als o 
published separatel y a s Carvalho an d White , 1994 ) i s a good sourc e fo r a  genera l 
discussion o f indicators . 

Other Donor s 
Developing Baseline  Gender  Indicators  and  Analysis  for  Country  Program  Planning: 
A Resource  Guide  (Hull : CIDA, Asi a Branch , 1996) : 

The Asi a Branc h a t CID A i s in th e proces s o f producing a  comprehensive Resourc e 
Guide t o th e us e o f gender-sensitive indicator s a t th e countr y level . This Resourc e 
Guide i s intended fo r us e i n th e productio n o f country-level plannin g document s a t 
CIDA. I t includes : 
• a  general discussio n o f the us e o f indicator s a t th e countr y level ; 
• indicato r table s relatin g t o political , economic , socia l an d environmenta l gender -

sensitive indicator s a t th e countr y level ; 
• factor s whic h ar e likel y t o caus e change s i n indicator s ove r time ; an d 
• th e availabilit y o f indicator s b y country , includin g dat a availabilit y tables . 

Commonwealth countrie s covere d i n thi s Resourc e Guid e are : Bangladesh, Th e Coo k 
Islands, India , Kiribati , Malaysia , Samoa , Singapore , Th e Solomo n Islands , Sr i Lanka , 
Tonga, Tuval u an d Vanuatu . 

This Resourc e Guid e i s one o f the mos t usefu l document s t o be produce d b y th e 
donors o n gender-sensitiv e indicator s a t th e countr y level . Although it s focus i s o n 
the Asia-Pacifi c it s contents ar e o f relevance t o both develope d an d developin g 
countries fro m othe r region s a s well . 

Notes 

1 Thi s draws on CIDA (  1996a). 
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