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In its 1993 report, the UNDP calculated separate 
HDI scores for women for 33 countries from which 
comparable data were available. The report concluded 
that no country treated its women as well as it treated its 
men. In some cases, the gap was substantial. Japan had 
the world’s highest HDI rating that year but fell to 17th 
on the female HDI scale. Sweden was 5th overall but 
1st on the female version. Gender equality is not depen-
dent on the income level of a country. Several develop-
ing countries outperform much richer countries in the 
opportunities afforded women.

The HDI masks the differences in human develop-
ment for women and men. In its 1995 report, the UNDP 
focused even more sharply on the status of women by 
using two new measures: the Gender-Related Develop-
ment Index (GDI), to reflect gender imbalances in basic 
health, education, and income for 130 countries from 
which comparable data were available, and the Gender 
Empowerment Measure (GEM), to evaluate a coun-
try’s progress in political and economic advancement 
of women. The GEM ranked 116 countries with com-
parable data on women’s representation in parliaments, 
share of positions classified as managerial or profes-
sional, participation in the active labor force, and share 
of national income. The GDI for every country remained 
lower than its HDI, implying that there continues to be 
gender inequality in every country.

Later, a new measure was introduced to better show 
the differences in the status of women and men across 
countries. The Gender Inequality Index (GII) is a com-
posite measure of three dimensions: reproductive health 
(maternal mortality ratio and the adolescent fertility 
rate), empowerment (share of parliamentary seats held 
by each sex and secondary and higher education attain-
ment levels), and labor (participation in the work force). 
Over the past decade reduction in gender inequality has 
been virtually universal, yet there remain significant gender gaps. Table 9.2 shows the countries with 
the lowest gender inequality, and Table 9.3 shows countries with the highest gender inequality. Gener-
ally, gender inequality is highest in South Asia, Sub-Saharan Africa, and the Arab states.

World Economic Forum Study

Independent of the United Nations, the World Economic Forum released its first annual report on world 
gender inequality in 2006. This study is based on health, education, politics, and economic opportunity. 
Figure 9.1 shows the countries with the greatest and least gender equality from its 2013 report.

Table 9.1 � 20 Highest-Scoring Countries on 
the Human Development Index

  1. Norway

  2. Australia 

  3. United States 

  4. Netherlands 

  5. Germany 

  6. New Zealand 

  7. Ireland

  8. Sweden 

  9. Switzerland 

10. Japan 

11. Canada 

12. Republic of Korea

13. Hong Kong, China (SAR)

14. Iceland 

15. Denmark 

16. Israel

17. Belgium 

18. Austria 

19. Singapore 

20. France

Source: United Nations Development Programme (2013).


