
Her rights! 
Money, power, autonomy 
Women’s economic empowerment is necessary for global 
sustainable development. This exhibition aims to open 
for dialogue about how economic equality and women’s 
economic autonomy are connected to, dependent on, and  
a prerequisite for all other aspects of gender equality  
and women’s and girls’ rights.

A key moment for women’s rights came in 1995 with  
the Fourth World Conference on Women. The outcome of  
the conference – the Beijing Declaration and Platform for 
Action – includes 12 critical areas of concern that point  
out the direction for global gender equality efforts. 

The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) complement  
the Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action. Gender 
equality, while part of all 17 SDGs, is specifically  
addressed in SDG 5, ‘to achieve gender equality and 

empower all women and girls’. With less than ten years to 
deliver on these promises, urgent action is required. 

Generation-defining challenges such as climate change 
and the Covid-19 pandemic hit women and girls particularly 
hard. The pandemic presents huge challenges, and in  
the battle against the virus, women face heavier burdens  
of unpaid care work and higher risks of losing their jobs. 
With curfews and lockdowns, domestic violence against 
women also increase. 

Twenty-five years after Beijing, the world needs renewed 
commitment. UN Women has gathered countries, multi-
lateral organisations and civil society organisations to join 
six action coalitions aiming to achieve tangible results. 

This exhibition builds on Sweden’s involvement in the action 
coalition for ‘Economic justice and rights’. A common thread 
is the realisation that increased gender equality never 
comes of itself. Change is the fruit of human rights demands 
made by grassroots activists and feminists everywhere and 
at all times. 
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Text: Åsa Eldén, Rikard Lagerberg and Ulrika Rosvall
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Her rights! Money, power, autonomy

1792
Writer and philosopher  

Mary Wollstonecraft writes  

‘A Vindication of the Rights 

of Woman’. The essay 

suggests that women should 

have equal access to co- 

educational schooling and 

that women’s participation 

in society is essential to any 

nation’s wellbeing.

1973
The pioneering tennis 

champion and social activist 

Billie Jean King threatens to 

boycott the U.S. Open unless 

women are given equal prize 

money. The demand is met, 

making it the first major 

tournament of its kind to 

offer equal pay. 

1848
Elizabeth Cady Stanton and 

Lucretia Mott congregate  

a few hundred people at the 

first women’s rights con-

vention in the United States. 

They demand civil, social, 

political and religious rights 

for women in a Declaration of 

Sentiments and Resolutions.

1972
Katharine Graham makes 

history after becoming the 

first female CEO of a Fortune 

500 company. Graham began  

working at the Washington 

Post in 1938 and led the 

paper from 1963 to 1991.

1945
Following the devastation 

of World War II, the United 

Nations forms in 1945  

to foster international  

cooperation. Its charter 

enshrines gender equality: 

‘We the peoples…reaffirm 

faith…in the equal rights  

of men and women.’

2000
World leaders from 

189 nations adopt the UN 

Millennium Declaration, 

from which a set of eight 

time-bound goals (Millen-

nium Development Goals) 

is derived with a deadline 

of 2015. While each goal 

is inextricably linked to 

advancing women’s rights, 

Goal 3 specifically calls 

for the promotion of gender 

equality and Goal 5 on 

improving maternal health.

1932
Amelia Earhart is the first 

woman to fly solo across the 

Atlantic Ocean, completing 

the trip in a record time of  

14 hours 56 minutes.

2000
The UN Security Council 

passes the historic resolu-

tion 1325, recognising  

that war impacts women 

differently and calling for 

women to be a key part in  

the prevention, management 

and resolution of conflicts.

1903
Marie Curie becomes the 

first woman to be awarded 

the Nobel Prize (Physics 

Prize). As of 2020 women 

have been awarded Nobel 

Prizes 57 times out of 603 

awards in total.

1980
Vigdís Finnbogadóttir - 

Iceland´s and Europe´s first 

female head of state and the 

world’s first democratically 

elected female president. 

Sri Lanka’s Sirimavo 

Bandaranaike, India’s Indira 

Gandhi, Israel’s Golda 

Meir and Britain’s Margaret 

Thatcher all came to power 

before Finnbogadottir, but 

as prime ministers. Vigdis 

served as president from 

1980 to 1996.

1911
International Women´s Day  

on 8 March is marked for 

the first time in Austria, 

Denmark, Germany, and 

Switzerland. More than one 

million women and men 

attend rallies in support  

of women’s right to vote, 

hold public office, access 

vocational training, and par-

ticipate in the labour force 

without discrimination.

1979
Dubbed the ‘Women´s Bill 

of Rights’, the Convention 

on the Elimination of All 

Forms of Discrimination 

against Women (CEDAW) is 

signed. It remains the most 

comprehensive international  

instrument to protect the 

human rights of women.  

The convention legally binds 

signatory governments to end  

all forms of discrimination 

against women in public  

and private life.

1960
Sirimavo Bandaranaike of  

Sri Lanka (then Ceylon) 

becomes the first woman  

to be elected head of gov-

ernment (prime minister)  

in the modern world.

2011
Throughout the Middle East 

and North Africa, women 

protest for their rights as  

part of a broader uprising: 

the pan-Arab movement. 

This determination follows 

a succession of gender 

equality struggles in the 

region: In Morocco, tribal 

Soulaliyate women fight 

for land rights; in Tunisia, 

activism propels gender 

equality into the consti-

tution; and in Lebanon,  

campaigning leads to  

a controversial rape law 

being scrapped.

1955
Rosa Parks was arrested for 

refusing to give her seat  

to a white man on a bus. 

Her arrest led to a yearlong 

protest which eventually 

resulted in the eradication 

of segregated seating.

2010
UN Women is founded, an  

entity dedicated to achieving 

global gender equality and 

the empowerment of women 

and girls.

1868
The University of London 

becomes the world’s first 

university to accept women.

1975
Activists unite: The first  

International Women’s Year,  

the first UN Decade for 

Women and the first World 

Conference on Women in 

Mexico escalates global 

discourse on women’s rights. 

The World Conference on 

Women is the first devoted 

entirely to women’s issues. 

1893
Kate Sheppard, New Zealand’s  

most celebrated suffragist, 

presents a 32,000 signatures 

strong petition to Parliament 

demanding women’s suffrage. 

The move led to New Zealand 

becoming the first country to 

grant national voting rights 

to women.

1974
Sweden, as the first country 

in the world, introduces  

a gender-neutral parental 

leave, replacing maternity 

leave and granting both 

parents the right to paid 

leave.

1948
French author Simone de 

Beauvoir publishes The 

Second Sex, a publication 

that leads to a broader  

consciousness of gender.

2010
For the film The Hurt Locker 

(2008), Kathryn Bigelow 

becomes the first woman to 

win an Academy Award for 

directing, and the fourth to 

be nominated. 

1946
The UN Commission on the 

Status of Women becomes 

the first global intergovern-

mental body exclusively 

dedicated to gender equality.

2008
Rwanda becomes the first 

country in the world to  

have a majority-female  

parliament.

1919
The International Labour 

Organization is founded, 

adopting the Maternity Pro-

tection Convention in its first 

year. Maternity protection 

has two aims: to preserve  

the health of the mother and 

her new-born; and to provide 

a measure of job security.

1995
The UN’s Fourth World  

Conference on Women  

takes place in Beijing,  

China. It brings together 

17,000 participants and 

30,000 activists. During  

the conference Hillary 

Clinton says, ‘Women’s 

rights are human rights’, 

which instantly became 

a motto for the feminist 

movement. The Beijing  

Declaration and Platform  

for Action is born out of  

the conference.

1916
Activist Margaret Sanger,  

a leader in the birth control 

movement, opens the first 

birth control clinic in  

the United States, and is 

subsequently arrested and 

imprisoned for maintaining  

a ‘public nuisance.’

1993
The UN Declaration on the 

Elimination of Violence 

Against Women is imple-

mented – the first inter-

national instrument to  

explicitly address and  

define forms of violence 

against women and laying 

out a global framework  

for action.

1963
Russian cosmonaut Valentina 

Tereshkova becomes the first 

woman in space, orbiting 

Earth 48 times in 71 hours 

on board the spacecraft 

Vostok 6. She is also the first, 

and so far only, woman to 

undertake a solo mission  

in space.

2014
The Swedish government 

declares – as the first country  

in the world – that they are 

a feminist government, 

pursuing a feminist foreign 

policy.

2015
The 2030 Agenda for  

Sustainable Development  

is adopted and results in  

17 Sustainable Development 

Goals (SDGs). Among other 

things, the SDGs set concrete 

targets to end violence 

against women; improve 

women’s health; promote 

women’s participation in 

leadership and decision- 

making positions; and 

advance women’s inclusion 

in the world’s economies. 

The landmark framework 

makes it clear that address-

ing gender inequality is 

critical to global progress.

2017
The Women’s March is held, 

the largest international  

mass demonstration in 

support of women’s rights 

with millions of attendees 

worldwide. It’s one of 

numerous mass uprisings 

that mark the decade, 

including in India, following 

the gang rape of a student; 

across Latin America after  

a succession of femicides; 

and in Nigeria, following  

the kidnapping of almost 

280 schoolgirls.

1960
The first contraceptive pills 

are approved for use in the 

United States. 

2013
Schoolgirl and education 

activist Malala Yousafzai 

from Pakistan, having 

survived a murder attempt 

less than a year before, 

speaks at the United Nations 

about women’s rights and 

children’s rights.

2016
Hillary Clinton receives the 

Democratic presidential 

nomination, the first woman 

to top the ticket of a major 

party in the United States, 

though she ultimately loses 

the election.

2019
The ILO Convention commits 

to eliminate violence and 

harassment in the world of 

work. 

2020 
Of the Fortune 500 compa-

nies, 37 are led by women 

CEOs, the highest number  

to date. 

2021 
Ngozi Okonjo-Iweala  

from Nigeria becomes the  

first woman to be chosen  

as Director-General of the 

World Trade Organization.

2020 
Kamala Harris becomes  

the first woman Vice 

President of the United 

States of America. 

‘We owe it to the next generations to strive for  
a world where women have voice, choice and  
agency and enjoy the same rights as men.’       UN Women
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Worldwide,  
132 million  
girls are out  
of school. 

Education –
opportunities  
for individuals  
and society
Women’s economic empowerment is impossible if girls cannot realise the 
universal right to quality education and lifelong learning. Education is a lifeline 
to a better future: it opens doors to participate in society on equal terms and 
influence one’s living conditions. It is also a prerequisite for broader and 
inclusive economic and social development, including building a sustainable 
society. 

Access to quality education for all is a fundamental factor for achieving the 
Sustainable Development Goals of the 2030 Agenda. Despite these well-known  
facts, millions of children never go to school. Girls are 1.5 times more likely 
than boys to be excluded from primary education. This has far-reaching 
consequences for their futures and those of their families and communities. 
Some of the deepest discrepancies can be found in the poorest countries,  
and in areas of conflict and refugee settings.

Educated girls tend to marry later and have fewer and healthier children, which 
contributes to women’s participation in the labour market. Educated women 
strengthen economies and help create jobs, leading to human development  
and increased sustainable growth.

While women have made impressive gains in many fields, differences still 
remain. In science, technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM), progress 
has been slow. The lack of women in STEM contributes to a vicious cycle of 
norms where other young women and girls are deterred from entering the fields 
due to a lack of inspiration, role models and support system.

Only  
66 per cent  

of countries have 
achieved gender parity 
in primary education.  

At the secondary level,  
the gap widens:  

45 per cent of countries  
have achieved gender 

parity in lower secondary 
education, and 25 per cent 

in upper secondary  
education.
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1977
Once a legal path had been cleared,  
real progress could begin. Since 1977, 
women students have been in majority  
at Swedish universities. 

2016
Next steps include making universities 
themselves more equal, as only around  
24 per cent of professors are women today. 
Since 2016 all universities in Sweden are 
required to apply gender mainstreaming 
and analysis to ensure their ability to 
achieve Sweden’s gender equality policy 
goals, that women and men should have  
the same power to shape society and 
their own lives. The aim is to have more 
women in leading positions, more equal 
recruitments, and a more even distribution 
of research funds between women and men.

Sweden is an interesting case to look 
at. Not because all problems are 
solved, but because of its journey from 
a society that excluded girls to one in 
which women are in majority in higher 
education. 

1842
Education used to be an exclusive 
opportunity awarded the few, almost all 
boys. The first radical change came in  
1842 with a government decision that  
all boys and girls should have access to  
free basic education. 

1872
Thirty years later, in 1872, Betty Maria 
Carolina Pettersson became the first  
woman to study at a Swedish university  
– on dispensation. A year later all women 
were officially permitted. Ellen Fries 
became the first woman to receive  
a doctorate – from Uppsala University  
in 1883. 

1928
Even though women could pursue a 
university degree from then on, very few 
did. The road was paved with obstacles 
such as high costs and limited access 
to the right schools. Following public 
pressure, the educational institution  
reform of 1928 finally made girls’ and boys’ 
right to education equal. Still, women 
scholars challenged prevailing gender 
norms and were considered a threat to 
men’s position and power. 

Sweden’s  
educational 
journey

Photo of Betty Pettersson: 

Reproduction: KvinnSam, Göteborgs 

universitetsbibliotek
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More women in STEM

Recent global progress towards universal primary education is laudable but 
we’re still far from ensuring equal access to at least 12 years of free, quality 
primary and secondary education globally. Girls are still disproportionately  
out of school.

The under-representation of women and girls within STEM, for example, 
contributes to negative consequences for the global economy. Globally, only 
three per cent of Information and Communications Technology (ICT) students, 
five per cent of math and statistics students, and eight per cent of engineering, 
manufacturing and construction students are women. 

This is particularly alarming since these fields are considered the jobs of the 
future, driving innovation, social wellbeing, inclusive growth and sustainable 
development. Gender gaps in STEM education and employment are predicted  
to become even more important determinants of gender pay gaps.

It is crucial for economic gender equality in the coming years to better  
cultivate girls’ achievements and interest, create environments that support 
women, and counteract bias in relation to STEM fields.

Educated girls:

are less likely  
to be subjected  

to child marriage  
and child labour

are empowered 
and more likely 
to express their 

opinions

boost sustainable  
economic growth

face 
less 

risk of 
poverty

have 
fewer and  
healthier 
children

marry 
           later

are less  
likely to  

be exposed  
to violence
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Advances in technology are growing as fast as 11-year-old Samantha, whose 
ability to develop software applications have so far helped her win three tech 
contests in her native Nicaragua. She is living proof that when girls are taught  
IT skills from an early age, they can become empowered by technology.

Samantha is a member of the Smart Schools project, the result of a partnership 
between Plan International and Samsung Electronics. It’s a programme 
introduced in Latin America with the aim of reducing the digital gender gap  
and using technology to achieve gender equality in male-dominated subjects.

So far, over 5,300 girls have learned new skills through the project. Girls and 
boys are encouraged to work together in mixed teams, which helps promote 
respect for each other and gender equality. 

In sixth grade, Samantha and her team created an app to teach children about 
environmental conservation, winning them second place and a commendation 
for creativity, innovation and originality. ‘I like to use technology to raise 
awareness of social problems such as the pollution of the environment.  
If we do not act now, one day we won’t have our planet,’ Samantha says.

Growing up  
with technology

Samantha is one of the girls 
empowered by the work 
of Plan International, an 
independent humanitarian 
organisation promoting 
children’s rights and 
gender equality. 
Photo: Plan International Nicaragua
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For economic empowerment to be fully realised among women, there need to 
be changes on the labour market, financial market, and in international trade. 
Challenges include a persistent gender pay gap and women being kept out of 
the formal labour market in general and management positions in particular. 
Women face many disadvantages, including greater difficulties in accessing 
bank accounts, credit, financial services and technology. 

Change is vital if we are to accomplish gender equality and sustainable 
societies. Equal access to employment is a first step, along with security 
and decent working conditions. Management positions and entrepreneurial 
opportunities have to be equally accessible, and trade negotiations need to 
include gender perspectives. 

Women are overrepresented when it comes to part-time work and informal forms 
of employment. Women also do the majority of unpaid care work – an area where 
no country has achieved gender equality. We need to build up strong welfare 
systems with child- and elderly care and make changes to how we view gender 
roles and norms. 

Today, many women lack meaningful participation in economic decision-
making, from households to international institutions. Women need to be able 
to participate equally in existing markets and gain access to and control over 
productive and financial resources. Economic gender gaps are also bad for 
society. Countries that create conditions for a gender-equal labour market gain 
competitive advantages and have a higher and more sustainable growth. 

Inclusive and sustainable trade offers great potential for strengthening women´s 
economic empowerment, bringing higher living standards and reduced poverty. 
However, trade policies and agreements of today lack gender perspectives. 
Women are still far from reaching the full benefits that trade could bring. 

Gender-equal  
labour, economy  
and trade

A global gap
The current global labour force 
participation rate for women 
is close to 49%. For men, it’s 
75%. That’s a difference of 26 
percentage points, with some 
regions facing a gap of more than 
50 percentage points.
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2019
The Swedish government introduced 
a feminist trade policy as part of the 
feminist foreign policy introduced in 2014. 
The trade policy requires a gender analysis 
to be applied to all trade agreements, 
ensuring that all trade deals benefit 
women and men equally.

1958
The law was extended to the priesthood, and 
in 1989, women formally gained access to 
all parts of the Armed Forces. With this, all 
professions became open to women.

2009
An updated Discrimination Act came into 
force. It aims to counteract discrimination 
and promote equal rights and opportunities 
regardless of gender, transgender identity 
or expression, ethnicity, religion or other 
belief, disability, sexual orientation and 
age.

1859
Women could also hold certain teaching 
positions. This was an opportunity for many 
young women to enter working life instead 
of ending up in the traditional role of 
housewife.

1980
Sweden banned gender discrimination at 
the time of hiring and promoting, as well 
as regarding working conditions. A Gender 
Equality Ombudsman was also installed 
with the task of monitoring the new law. 

1846
The first law allowing unmarried women 
to work was introduced, covering only 
handicrafts and certain trades.

Let’s look at a few of Sweden’s reforms 
aiming to strengthen women’s position 
on the labour market, in the economy 
and in trade. 

1904
The first women’s academic federation 
was founded. Among other things, they 
fought for the right to government 
employment, which they gained in 1925 
through the Competence Act. 

Sweden’s  
ongoing reform

Photo: Gabriel Hildebrand/Royal Coin Cabinet
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If we are to accomplish the Sustainable Development Goals, we need to 
empower women in the economy and close gender gaps. The global economy 
cannot thrive while standing on one leg. 

While facing structural barriers and multiple, intersecting forms of discrim-
ination, women still contribute a great deal to the economy through work in 
businesses, on farms, as entrepreneurs, and by doing unpaid work at home. 
Imagine the effect if women had the same access as men to decent employment, 
land and production ownership, and financial tools. 

We are well past the first step – awareness. So, the question is no longer why,  
but how. United Nations estimates that the world will have 1.3 billion youth  
by 2030. It is vital that world leaders support and accelerate progress, open up 
for an intergenerational dialogue, and recognise the role that young women  
and men need to play in building a better, greener and more inclusive economy 
for the future.

Sweden’s feminist trade policy is but one example of a national decision with 
global implications. Many international commitments also support women’s 
economic empowerment, including the Beijing Platform for Action and a series 
of International Labour Organization conventions on gender equality.

All unfair gender obstacles to labour-, financial- and trade markets must be 
removed and priority in trade negotiations must be given to sectors, products 
and services that contribute to building a gender equal society.

Removing unfair 
gender obstacles

Unpaid care work and gender

4h 32 min

Women

1h 23 min

Men
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In 1997 Vaska Mojsovska from North Macedonia came into a small piece of land, 
where she started growing grapes. She took loans to invest in the business, and 
in 2005, she became a member of the National Federation of Farmers (NFF).

Through NFF, Vaska learned more about agriculture, for example how she could 
make her farms more environmentally sustainable through new irrigation 
systems. She also got to meet other farmers from the region to exchange 
experiences and ideas.

Farmers like Vaska face challenges such as climate change, lack of access to 
financing, loans and market information, poor infrastructure and complicated 
regulations. Women living in rural areas are also hard hit by unequal wages. 
Many of her colleagues do not own the land they cultivate. 

Women make up a large part of the labour force in agriculture, especially in 
poor countries. Strengthening the role of women benefits society and economic 
development. Support is available from We Effect, an organisation that 
strengthens farmers – especially women. We Effect brings about changes in 
regulations so that agriculture can be developed in a way that is good for  
the environment and benefits farmers.

Vaska’s business has grown over the years and her family exports its grapes 
throughout the Balkans. In 2017, she was the first woman to be elected president 
of NFF.

‘I have succeeded well thanks to my positive attitude and perseverance. I try to 
be a role model for other women. It feels good to have the chance to help others 
who are struggling.’

Thanks to NFF’s advocacy work, women in rural areas can now register as farmers 
and apply for government grants. Also, farmers have increased their knowledge 
of gender equality, human rights, climate change, entrepreneurship and 
agricultural development through training and workshops.

A role model  
for women farmers

The story about Vaska 
Mojskova is based on  
an origial text by Malin 
von Strauss, We Effect. 
Photo: Malin von Strauss
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In 72 countries,
women are barred
from opening
bank accounts or
obtaining credit. NOT VALID

The way national policy, regulatory measures and spending programmes are 
designed and implemented are of fundamental importance to the opportunities 
and life conditions of women and girls. Legal, economic and social reforms 
based on gender equality strengthen women’s economic justice and rights.

Systemic and structural barriers limit women´s access to all areas of public 
life – economic, social, political and legal. Worldwide, national discriminating 
policies and legal frameworks restrict women and girls from things such as  
the right to quality education, work, security, political participation, family life 
and control over their own bodies. Many also lack the right to inherit and own, 
and to cultivate land and natural resources.

Policy and legislation that enable well-developed and affordable welfare 
systems are a prerequisite for women’s equal participation in the workforce. 
Affordable public child- and elderly care reduces the time spent on unpaid 
care work – primarily carried out by women – and enables families to combine 
professional and family life.

Taxation is another key issue. Persisting gender differences in employment, 
unpaid care work, social security systems, income, poverty and wealth are all 
linked to tax regulations. Yet for decades, policymakers all over the world have 
failed to consider gender inequalities when designing new tax laws. 

Part of the solution to achieve equal legislation and policies is gender 
mainstreaming, a strategy that integrates a gender equality perspective into 
all policy- and law-making. A gender analysis is crucial when decisions are 
made, resources are allocated, and policies and legal frameworks are created 
and implemented. To analyse and monitor the progress and outcome of gender 
equality policy goals or gender mainstreaming efforts, access to gender 
statistics is vital.

Policy-making  
and legislative 
efforts
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§ 
In 39 countries, daughters 
and sons do not have  
equal inheritance rights.

§ 
104 countries prevent 
women from working  
in certain jobs.

§ 
In 18 countries, husbands 
can legally prevent their 
wives from working.

§ 
49 countries lack laws 
protecting women from 
domestic violence.
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Sweden’s  
progressive  
policy shifts

1974
A reform to Sweden’s parental insurance 
meant parents were compensated for 
staying home to care for a sick child, 
making it easier to combine work and 
family life. As the first country in the world, 
that year Sweden also introduced a gender-
neutral parental leave, granting both 
parents the right to paid leave.

Crucial gender equality reforms in Sweden 
happened via labour market and social 
policy changes in the 1970s. Sweden was 
also early in applying gender mainstreaming 
and gender budgeting in the 1990s, based  
on available sex-disaggregated statistics.

1845
Gender mainstreaming follows a long series 
of early progressive reforms, beginning  
with an equal inheritance right for un-
married women from 1845. This right also 
applied to married women as of 1921.

1971
Sweden replaced joint with separate income 
taxation for married individuals, making 
it more advantageous for both partners to 
work. This became an additional incentive 
for women to join the workforce. 

1948
Public childcare is part of the social 
infrastructure that allows parents the 
opportunity to support themselves.  
In 1948 Sweden introduced universal  
child support, followed in 1955 by paid 
maternity leave. 

1984
Statistics Sweden published the first  
semi-annual ‘Women and men in Sweden. 
Facts and figures’, which presents statistics 
on the conditions of women and men in 
Sweden.

1995
One month of parental benefits was reserved 
for each parent and lost if not used. 

1970s
With the broad expansion of public 
childcare in the 1970s, women gained 
increased access to employment.

2002
A second ear-marked month was added, 
followed by a third in 2016. Before 1995, 
about half of all fathers used some parental 
leave. The total share used by fathers  
has increased from 0.5 per cent in 1974  
to almost 30 per cent in 2020.

1845

1970

1974

1995

1948

1971

1984

2002
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Despite global progress in gender equality measures, it will take almost 
200 years to reach gender parity if change continues at the current rate. To speed 
up the rate of change, there’s a growing role for policymaking and incentives. 

National policy incentives that consider the effects on all, strive towards equal 
opportunities, and aim to change gender norms are among the most important 
tools available to address gender gaps. 

The engagement and active participation of men and boys in all areas – from 
care work to the struggle against sexual harassment and men’s violence against 
women – is a prerequisite for sustainable change towards gender equality.  
That Swedish fathers make use of paid parental leave is illustrative of how 
policy can help change norms for masculinity in society. 

In Sweden, access to, and a constant development of, welfare services, combined 
with public elderly care, has increased women’s prospects to have the same 
opportunities as men to enter the labour market and to combine work and  
family life.

200 years too many

The number of days of paid parental leave globally 

98 days5 days

Out of 189 countries with 
data, 105 guarantee at  
least one day of paternity 
leave. The median duration 
of that leave is 5 days.  
184 countries guarantee at 
least one day of maternity 
leave. The median duration 
of that leave is 98 days. 

The government only 
administers maternity 
benefits in about 50 per 
cent of the countries. 
In other countries the 
employer has to bear the 
burden of the cost. 

Legislating paternity 
leave does not mean men 
will take leave. But small 
tweaks in the design of the 
system can go a long way 
in influencing behaviour 
and changing attitudes.
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Sweden has one of the world’s most generous parental insurance schemes, 
enabling parents to stay home with their children for 480 days, paid for by the 
state. Ninety of these days are reserved for each parent exclusively. Despite this, 
very few fathers choose to claim all their parental leave.

When Swedish photographer Johan Bävman became a father, he found there  
was a lack of role models that men could relate to as parents. His quest for  
role models resulted in the Swedish Dads photo exhibition, based on portraits  
of some of the fathers who have chosen to stay at home with their children for  
at least six months. 

The exhibition looks at why these dads remained at home with their children  
so much longer than most fathers in the world. The exhibition posed questions 
such as what expectations the dads had, how their relationships with their 
partners and children changed, and what the parental leave meant to them  
as fathers. The photo exhibition, through Swedish embassies and consulates, 
toured 80 countries. In more than half of these countries, local adaptations  
were set up.

Dad role models
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Armenian fathers with 
their children. The 
Armenian Dads exhibition 
was initiated by Raffi 
Niziblian and organised 
together with the Embassy 
of Sweden in Yerevan 
based on Swedish Dads.
Photo: Areg Balayan
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One of the targets of the Sustainable Development Goal 5 on gender equality 
is to ensure that women and girls have the right to decide and exercise control 
over their own body – including their sexuality, reproductive health, and fertility. 
When women have these choices, it increases their prospects of participating 
on a more equal footing with men in society, with better opportunities to 
participate in the workforce and earn higher incomes. 

Sexual and reproductive health and rights (SRHR) is a matter of women’s power 
over their own lives. Violations include restricted access to healthcare and 
contraception, a lack of protection from gender-based violence and curbs on safe 
and legal abortions. Violations also limit freedom in regard to sexual identity 
and orientation, also including rights of lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, 
queer and intersex people (LGBTQI).

Every year, lack of services in SRHR result in the death or injury of millions  
of girls and women. Most of these deaths could be prevented with improved 
health care for new mothers and babies, and full access to contraceptives.

There is a staggering unmet need for contraception, particularly in low- and 
middle-income countries, and among adolescents. If this need is met, it could 
lead to an estimated 75 per cent decline in unintended pregnancies, unplanned 
births, and abortions. When women can control the timing and spacing of their 
births, it also increases their chance to ‘choose’ the formal labour market rather 
than working in insecure, precarious and informal jobs. 

The contraceptive pill was one of the prerequisites to the idea of a female 
identity not only based on the woman as mother and wife. Women could choose 
if and when children fit into their own plans for education and jobs.

Fundamental right  
to bodily integrity

In low-and middle-income countries, roughly half of 
all pregnancies are unwanted. There are 35 million 
abortions in unsafe conditions each year. If women 
were to use modern contraceptives and all pregnant 
women and their new-borns were to receive adequate 
care, the impacts would be dramatic:

Unintended pregnancies would drop by 68%

Unsafe abortions would drop by 72%

Maternal deaths would drop by 62%

Unintended 
pregnancies

Women in low-  
and middle- 
income countries
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Sweden – from 
hesitant to pioneer

1955
Sex education became compulsory in 
Swedish schools.

1933
Together with a group of radical doctors, 
Swedish-Norwegian journalist Elise 
Ottesen-Jensen formed the Swedish 
Association for Sexuality Education in 
1933, an organisation that is still active. 
Elise spent much of her life fighting 
for sexual education, women´s right to 
contraception and even abortion. 

1970
The first youth clinic opened, answering 
questions about sex, health and relation-
ships from adolescents. 

1975
The abortion law was finally amended  
to give all women in Sweden the right  
to free abortion up to and including the 
18th week of pregnancy. 

1938
Sweden has had a history of strict penalties 
for abortions, with a possible death penalty 
until 1864. In 1938, a first law allowed 
abortion for medical, humanitarian or 
eugenical (race improvement) reasons. In 
the 1960s, Hans Nestius and Jacob Palme 
were at the forefront for free abortions, 
emphasising the class issue.

2017
Government subsidies for contraceptives  
for women up to age 21 was introduced. 

Belgium, Denmark, Netherlands and Sweden 
launched SheDecides – a movement that  
has grown into a global power for the right  
of all women and girls to decide over their 
own bodies.

Sweden is considered a pioneer of 
women’s sexual rights, but this has of 
course not always been the case.
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Even though SRHR is so fundamental to all aspects of gender equality and 
a pre requisite for societal development at all levels, the issues are still 
controversial. With global trends of a shrinking democratic space and of 
repressive forces, the atmosphere for SRHR has hardened.

The challenges are immense, but solutions are available. Laws can be put  
in place to protect individuals, modern contraception can be made more  
widely available and affordable, comprehensive sexuality education and  
stigma-free health services can be made available, and so on. 

Also, initiatives like SheDecides is a positive force and gives hope that  
change is possible. The global movement has increased the mobilisation  
of political forces around the world and increased financial support for  
SRHR. The vision of the initiative is a world where every girl and woman  
can decide what to do with her body, with her life and with her future.  
Without question.

Challenges  
and solutions
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When she decides
The world is better, stronger, safer.

She decides whether, when, and with whom. 

To have sex. 

To fall in love. 

To marry. 

To have children.

She has the right. 

To information, to health care, to choose.

She is free. 

To feel pleasure. 

To use contraception. 

To access abortion safely. 

To decide.
Excerpt from The Manifesto, SheDecides

 
Photo: Manuel Cosentino / Unsplash
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When Uwizeyimana M. Claire was just starting upper secondary school, she got 
pregnant. Due to the stigma, she dropped out of school and was ostracised from 
her home. She started doing odd jobs and struggled to survive.

That is when she came in contact with Réseau des femmes and started the 
journey of healing. Through trainings and support, M. Claire was reunited 
with her family. She and other teen mothers were trained to recognise their 
rights, their inner power and potential beyond what they have been socialised 
to believe about gender roles. They were encouraged to organise together 
as women, to control their own resources, and to make informed economic 
decisions.

They decided to start a project of mushroom farming and eventually opened a 
restaurant selling raw mushrooms and mushroom samosa. Their business is now 
registered, and they are recognised as entrepreneurs. Thanks to their success, 
they are invited to meetings by the private sector and local authorities, which 
gives them the space to influence local decisions. 

The business has been an inspiration, and the teen mothers now have a vision to 
grow from a small restaurant to a supermarket. Some of them are motivated to go 
back to school to increase their business management skills. 

‘Though I am earning and taking care of my child, graduating and finding a 
better job has always been my dream. My dreams have been slowed down but are 
not impossible. I want to go back to school and do business in a professional 
way as well as set a good example to my child,’ says M. Claire.

From teen pregnancy 
to entrepreneur
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Réseau des femmes is  
one of eight women’s rights 
partner organisations 
currently implementing 
the Kvinna till Kvinna 
programme Dufatanye, 
with the goal to enhance 
women’s voice and partic-
ipation, freedom from 
violence and full enjoyment 
of human rights. The pro-
gramme is supported by 
Sida – Sweden´s government 
agency for development 
cooperation. 
Photo: Aline Niwenshuti

5:4



Economic autonomy is a prerequisite for women’s agency and power – over  
their own lives and in the wider community. When women no longer must fight 
to meet their basic needs, they can get more involved in civil society and 
contribute to political and economic decisions.

Globally, women are marginalised from the political sphere, often as a result 
of discriminatory laws, attitudes and gender stereotypes, or else by the dis-
proportionate effect of poverty on women and girls. Another reason is that those 
with privileges can be reluctant to share the power they have. 

More and more women are being elected to political positions, but in most  
countries the disparity is still substantial. In 2019, 27 states in the world 
had less than 10 per cent women in parliament. Only about a fifth of 
parliamentarians and government ministers globally are women, despite 
women’s proven abilities as leaders and agents of change. 

Political 
participation – equal 
value as citizens

21%25%

Women’s political empowerement

Only 25 per cent of the global parliamentary seats 
are occupied by women

21 per cent of ministers are women

Women’s leadership has a positive impact on equality across society, on  
a national and international level. Women tend to advocate for social issues  
that benefit all and allocate budgets to health and education. When women  
lead and participate in peace processes, the chance of achieving lasting  
peace increases.

Climate change is arguably the biggest challenge of our time, and also here, 
women’s unequal participation prevents them from fully contributing to  
the work. Women generally face higher risks and greater burdens from the 
impacts of climate change, especially in situations of poverty. Unleashing  
the knowledge and capability of women represents an important opportunity  
to design effective climate change solutions.

As more women reach visible positions of power, it creates a virtuous cycle, 
normalising the association of women and leadership for future generations.
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From suffrage to 
#metoo – feminist 
landmarks in Sweden

1873
The formation of the first Swedish 
women’s rights organisation, the 
Association for married women’s 
ownership rights. Their primary demand 
was met within a year.

1902
The National Association for Women’s 
Suffrage (LKPR) was founded in 1902. 
The association gathered politically 
active women from the entire political 
spectrum and built public opinion 
through lectures and petitions.

1921
During the first election with universal 
and equal suffrage for both men and 
women in 1921, five women were elected 
to the Riksdag.

1968
Group 8 was founded in 1968 and quickly 
became a landmark in Swedish feminism. 
The grassroots movement organised 
around women’s unemployment, free  
day-care, shortened working hours, 
against sexual exploitation and for 
women’s liberation.

1994
Half the ministerial posts were held  
by women – still holding true today.  
But Sweden still has not had a woman 
prime minister, one of many indications 
that much remains to be done.

2017
Starting in 2017, the #metoo movement 
had a huge impact in Sweden, reaching 
up to the top levels of society. Women 
gathered under hashtags for different 
professions – actors, doctors, teachers, 
social workers, foresters.

1919
As the last of the Nordic countries, in 
1919 the Swedish Parliament decided 
that women should be allowed to vote 
in general elections. The right to vote 
had previously been linked to how 
much tax you paid. Unmarried, adult 
women with enough money could vote 
in municipal elections as early as 1862.

1947
Karin Kock entered government as  
the first woman minister in Sweden.

1978
The first women’s shelters in Sweden 
were formed.

2018
Greta Thunberg started Fridays for Future.  
In just over a year, the campaign grew from 
one solitary school striking girl into one  
of the biggest manifestations of all time.

1982
The first state contribution to women’s 
organisations was given in 1982. It was 
a political marking of the movement’s 
significance for society.

2014
The Swedish government declared that 
they are a feminist government, pursuing 
a feminist foreign policy. Four years 
later the Gender Equality Agency was 
established. 

1884
The first motion in the Riksdag (Swedish 
parliament) on women’s suffrage was 
written in 1884 by the teacher Fredrik 
Theodor Borg. 

Progress made towards gender equality 
has not happened by itself. It is largely 
the result of political struggle combined 
with hard work from civil society. 
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The human rights to freedom of opinion and expression and of peaceful 
assembly and association is the foundation of every aspect of gender equality. 
Grassroots action is essential for women’s and girls’ rights and for a general 
progress towards gender equality. This has been the case since the women’s 
movement’s first steps in the 19th century, and still holds true today.

The women’s movement and feminism can be divided into three waves.  
The first wave dates from the mid-19th to early 20th centuries and took place 
in countries all around the world. The struggle mainly focused on fundamental 
legal rights as citizens, particularly the right to vote. 

The second wave took off in the 1960s with demands for decent work and 
reproductive rights, among other things. New women’s groups and shelters 
emerged and grew into national and international associations. In the 1990s 
the third wave of feminism emphasised a view of gender as something people 
become rather than something people are. The term ‘intersectionality’ was 
coined, describing how different forms of oppression intersect.

Women’s right to financial independence – to work and to own property – was  
one of the earliest demands that united women. It remains a stance for the 
women’s movement around the world. Without financial independence, it is 
difficult for women to live a life free from control, oppression and violence.

Today, the women’s movement face increased resistance. The rights that women 
have fought for and achieved are questioned and violated by anti-democratic, 
anti-feminist forces. Women’s right to independence – physical, political, 
social, and economic – is being undermined by powers that want to turn back 
progress.

Organising feminism

Gender

Disability
Religion

Ag
e

Place of birth or residency

Economic or social status

Race and ethnicity

Sexual orientation
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Intersectionality – how social 
identities overlap
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Investing in girls’ and women’s right to political participation and leadership 
at all levels is a necessary step to achieve global gender equality, democratic 
governance and sustainable economies. Girls and women have the right to 
engage in civil society, vote in elections, be elected to public office, serve on 
boards, and make their voices heard in any process that will ultimately affect 
them, their families, and their communities. 

With the shrinking space for democratic actors noticeable today, it is more 
important than ever to remind of the long-running struggle of the women’s 
movement. The mobilisation for human rights and gender equality must 
continue to protect gained rights and move position forwards.

There are signs of hope. More men and boys are engaging and organising for 
gender equality, helping change norms for masculinity. Lasting change requires 
that both women and men engage in the struggle for equal rights for all and  
the opportunity to shape their lives.

The last years have also seen new forms of mobilisation. Young women like 
Greta Thunberg and Isra Hirsi are leading global protests against climate 
change. Women are being disproportionately affected by climate change, but 
they are also at the forefront of climate justice, demanding more involvement  
in climate-related decision-making.

Another global movement, #metoo, spread all over the world during 2017, 
making visible violence – especially sexual violence – in private and public 
arenas. 

There’s still a long journey ahead of a gender-equal world. But movements such 
as Fridays for Future and #metoo also tell us that centuries of struggle have 
made a huge difference. 

No stopping now
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Demonstration in Gothenburg 
in southern Sweden on 
International Women’s Day.  
The freedom to express  
oneself in speech and writing 
is one of the basic human 
rights. It’s also a crucial  
means towards societal change. 
Photo: Sofia Sabel/imagebank.sweden.se
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