
Using Gender-Sensitive Indicators : A Reference Manual for Governments and Other Stakeholders 

Introduction and Overview 

What Are Gender-Sensitive Indicator s and Why Are They Useful? 

In effort s t o advanc e equalit y an d equit y betwee n wome n an d men , ther e i s a need t o 
generate accurat e an d relevan t dat a o n th e statu s o f women, me n an d gende r 
relations. This dat a help s mak e gende r biase s mor e visibl e an d facilitate s effectiv e 
policy-making t o brin g abou t greate r gende r equalit y an d equity . 

The nee d fo r sex-disaggregate d dat a ha s bee n stresse d i n numerou s internationa l 
conventions an d declarations , includin g th e 197 9 Conventio n o n th e Eliminatio n o f 
All Form s o f Discrimination Agains t Wome n (CEDAW) , th e 198 5 Nairob i Forward -
looking Strategie s fo r th e Advancemen t o f Women, th e 199 3 Declaratio n o n th e 
Elimination o f Violence agains t Women , th e 199 5 Platfor m fo r Actio n o f the Fourt h 
UN Worl d Conferenc e o n Wome n i n Beijing , an d th e 199 5 Commonwealt h Pla n o f 
Action o n Gende r an d Development . 

Statistics and indicators 
A n indicato r i s an ite m o f data tha t summarise s a  large amoun t o f informatio n i n a 
single figure,  i n suc h a  way a s to giv e a n indicatio n o f change ove r time , an d i n 
comparison t o a  norm. Indicator s diffe r fro m statistic s i n that , rathe r tha n merel y 
presenting facts , indicator s involv e compariso n t o a  norm i n thei r interpretation . 

A gender-sensitiv e indicato r ca n b e define d a s an indicato r tha t capture s gender -
related change s i n societ y ove r time . Thus , wherea s a  gender statisti c provide s factua l 
information abou t th e statu s o f women, a  gender-sensitive indicato r provide s "direc t 
evidence o f the statu s o f women, relativ e t o som e agree d normativ e standar d o r 
explicit referenc e group " (Johnson , 1985) . 

A n exampl e o f a  gender statisti c woul d be : "60% o f women i n countr y X  ar e 
literate, a s opposed t o 30 % five  year s ago" . An exampl e o f a  gender-sensitiv e 
indicator woul d be : "60% o f women i n countr y X  are literate , a s compared t o 82 % 
of men , an d compare d t o 30 % an d 52 % five  year s ago" . The nor m o r referenc e 
group i n thi s exampl e i s men i n th e sam e country , bu t i n othe r case s migh t b e 
other group s o f women . 

National-level gender-sensitiv e indicator s ar e amon g th e ke y mean s b y whic h 
planners an d policy-maker s measur e gende r inequality . The y als o provide informatio n 
on th e basi s o f which gende r specialist s advocat e fo r policie s likel y t o lea d t o greate r 
gender equality . Gender-sensitiv e indicator s suppor t th e gende r an d developmen t 
approach whic h focuse s o n changin g th e gendere d natur e o f society throug h 
the promotio n o f gender equity , rathe r tha n o n wome n i n isolation , whic h wa s 
the focu s o f the wome n i n developmen t mode l an d i s reflected i n a n emphasi s 
on gende r statistics . 
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Aim and Scope of this Manual 
This referenc e manua l i s designed t o assis t the use r i n the selection , us e an d 
dissemination o f gender-sensitive indicator s a t th e nationa l level . As a  genera l 
introduction t o a n ofte n comple x subject , i t aims to strike a  balance betwee n discussio n 
of theoretical concept s an d practica l examples . References ar e provided wher e relevant . 

This manua l i s designed t o be o f particular us e t o th e following : 
• Commonwealt h government s tha t ar e establishin g an d usin g a  Gende r 

Management System , i n lin e wit h th e 199 5 Commonwealt h Pla n o f Action o n 
Gender an d Development ; 

• government s workin g t o develo p a  national databas e o n gender-sensitiv e 
indicators; an d 

• NGOs , women' s groups , professiona l associations , th e academi c communit y an d 
others intereste d i n promoting gende r equalit y an d equity . 

Gathering and Classifyin g Indicator s 

Classes of indicators 
The gender-sensitiv e indicator s discusse d i n thi s manua l ar e classifie d int o te n groups : 
1 Populatio n compositio n an d chang e 
2 Huma n settlement s an d geographica l distributio n 
3 Household s an d families , marita l status , fertilit y 
4 Learnin g i n forma l an d non-forma l educatio n 
5 Health , healt h services , nutritio n 
6 Economi c activit y an d labou r forc e participatio n 
7 Acces s t o land , equipmen t an d credi t 
8 Lega l right s an d politica l powe r 
9 Violenc e agains t wome n 
10 Macroeconomi c polic y an d gende r 

This classificatio n syste m ha s bee n adopte d fro m Commonwealt h governmen t 
priorities, U N recommendations , an d priorit y area s determined i n th e Beijin g 
Platform fo r Action . Sectio n 3  of thi s manua l provide s a  detailed examinatio n o f 
specific indicator s an d relate d question s i n eac h o f these te n categories . 

Sources of indicators 
The thre e mai n dat a system s tha t produc e indicators , som e o f which ar e gender -
sensitive, ar e censu s surveys , th e Syste m o f National Accounts , an d sampl e survey s o f 
the population . Censuse s an d simila r survey s usuall y cove r indicato r group s 1-6 . 
Indicators i n groups 7-1 0 com e fro m othe r sources , such a s CEDAW an d specia l 
surveys suc h a s time us e studies , an d a  revised Syste m o f National Accounts . Al l thes e 
sources ar e discussed i n Sectio n 2  of thi s manual . 

Interpreting Indicators 
Indicators, lik e an y othe r methodologica l tool , hav e thei r limitations . Recognisin g 
these limitation s i s necessary fo r understandin g wha t ca n an d canno t b e achieve d b y 
using them . 

The majo r limitatio n o f gender-sensitive indicator s i s that the y d o no t provid e 
information o n wide r socia l patterns : the y wil l usually tel l th e analys t littl e abou t wh y 
gender relation s hav e bee n shape d i n a  particular wa y an d ho w thes e relation s ca n b e 
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changed. They point to key questions rather than provide answers. Indicator systems 
should therefore b e complemented by gender analysis, which involves examining, 
often a t a micro-level, the social relations between women and men, and th e 
structural features o f society which reinforce gende r inequality and inequity . 

Another limitatio n concerns the accuracy of data. Most indicator systems are 
developed from nationa l censuses. However, much of the data in national censuses is 
subject t o various problems, including infrequent collection , sex bias, poor 
enumeration, and imprecise definition o f key terms. In addition, because of 
differences i n definitions o f terminology between nations, indicators are often no t 
comparable internationally . Census data should therefore b e considered a  pointer 
towards a certain trend rather than definitive evidenc e of that trend . 

A key element i n the use of indicators i s to interpret correctly the normative elemen t 
that i s inherent i n their construction. The same indicator may be interprete d 
differently i n different settings . For example, a falling birth rate may be considered a 
positive trend in a densely populated country , but a negative trend i n a sparsely 
populated country . 

Care must therefore b e taken in defining th e norm or benchmark implici t in any 
indicator and against which change i s measured. For example, in examining the status 
of women, is the norm the situation of men in a particular country, or is it women in 
other countries? Care must also be taken to ensure that when using indicators to 
compare gender equity across countries, the indicators have been collected using 
similar definitions of , fo r example, economic activity or literacy. 

A further proble m can be a lack of participation and cross-cultural dimensions . 
Recommendations for indicator systems and data sets are often develope d by 
specialists, with limited participation from governments , NGOs or the genera l 
population. Indicators may therefore reflec t th e interest s of a few experts rather tha n 
a general consensus; for this reason, as widespread participation i n the developmen t 
of indicators as is feasible should be encouraged (se e Sections 2 and 5). 

Given these problems, caution should be exercised when using and interpretin g 
indicators, especially when drawing cross-country conclusions . 
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