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ANC African National Congress  

ART  Antiretroviral Treatment 

ARV  Antiretroviral  

ASRHR Adolescent Sexual and Reproductive Health and Rights 
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CULTURAL, SOCIAL AND ECONOMIC CHALLENGES RELATED TO GENDER INEQUALITY 

 

1.1 Literature review    

Several recent global ranking reports by reputed international agencies rank South Africa (SA) 

highly for its rapid strides in achieving gender equality since the advent of democracy in 1994. 

Although they measure slightly different parameters, the World Economic Forum (WEF), Mc 

Kinsey Global Institute (MGI) and the African Development Bank (AfDB) all give South Africa an 

overall score (or equivalent) of 70% to 75% for narrowing gender gaps.   

 

Table 1: Scoring and ranking of SA’s progress in attaining gender parity  
WEF Gender Gap Report 20211  MIG 20192  AfDB – 20153  

Index  SA Score  SA Global 

Rank  

Index  SA Score  Index  SA Score   Africa rank  

Overall  0.781 18  Overall  0.76 Overall  75%  1  

Economic 

Opportunity  

0.658  92  Economic 

opportunity 

0.88 Economic 

opportunity  

63.4%  21 

Education  0.994  69  Gender 

equality at 

work 

0.63 Human 

Developm

ent  

92%  3  

Health and 

Survival  

0.979  37  Physical 

security and 

autonomy 

0.90 

Political 

empowerment  

0.493  14  Legal 

protection 

and political 

voice 

0.78 Laws and 

Institutions  

68.1%  3  

Source: Compiled by Gender Links with data from the three reports 

 

The World Economic Forum Global Gender Gap Index Report 20214 gives SA a score of 0.781 

(where 1 is the highest score). South Africa ranks number 18 globally using these indicators; just 

two ranks lower than France. Iceland, at 0.882 comes first; Afghanistan with a score of 0.444 ranks 

number 156, the lowest. Rwanda (7th) is the only African country ahead of South Africa in this 

ranking. In its 2019 study, The power of parity: Advancing women’s equality in Africa, MGI scores 

South Africa 0.76; the highest in Africa, which has an overall average of 0.58. The report argues 

that in a best-case scenario gender parity would add $316 billion or 10 percent to Africa’s GDP 

by 2025. The AfDB’s 2015 Gender Equality Index gives South Africa a score of 75% - also the 

highest in Africa.  

 

While there is no doubt that South Africa has made tremendous strides in the first 25 years of 

democracy towards narrowing gender gaps, these scores and rankings are viewed with 

considerable scepticism by gender activists. The scores lean heavily on education; political 

participation; legislative reform and equality of opportunity rather than equality of outcomes. 

Significantly, even in these scores, SA does not fare well in the economic sector. Crucially, none 

of these indicators measure gender violence: one of the most difficult areas to measure, yet the 

most telling indicator of the gap between the rhetoric and reality of gender equality.  

 

 
1 The World Economic Forum Global Gender Gap Index Report 
2 The power of parity: Advancing women’s equality in Africa, Mc Kinsey Global Institute 2019 
3 African Women: An Agenda for Action Africa Gender Equality Index 2015 
4 https://www.weforum.org/reports/ab6795a1-960c-42b2-b3d5-587eccda6023/in-full/gggr2-

benchmarking-gender-gaps-findings-from-the-global-gender-gap-index-2021#gggr2-

benchmarking-gender-gaps-findings-from-the-global-gender-gap-index-2021 
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Dispatch No. 324 of Afrobarometer (2019) questions these rankings, by exploring South 

Africans’ perceptions of the state of gender equality. Findings suggest that a majority of both 

men and women think equality is already a reality when it comes to education, earning a 

living, and owning or inheriting land. Fewer than half (46%) of South Africans in this survey think 

that equal opportunities and treatment for women have improved in recent years or that the 

government is doing a good job of promoting gender equality5. 

 

In the article Gender equality in South Africa: A reality or an illusion (Nov 26, 2019)?6 Amori 

Marais argues that: “Regardless of the much needed progress and attention to gender 

equality within South Africa, the recent instances of gender-based and sexually motivated 

violence, prove that strides towards gender equality are not as momentous or meaningful as 

they ought to be”. She points out that these anti-femicide movements reflect that women in 

the country fear for their safety and that abuse against women is a pervasive social problem 

that infiltrates the “social, public health, and human rights” sectors.  

 

The Inequality Trends Report7, released by Statistics South Africa on 11 February 2020, the 

anniversary of Nelson Mandela’s historic release from 27 years in prison, reveals that South 

Africa has the highest Gini coefficient or level of inequality in the world. The report, produced 

in partnership with the Southern Africa Labour and Development Research Unit (SALDRU) and 

the Agence Française de Développement (AFD) reveals that 10% of South Africa’s richest 

people own 90% of the country’s wealth if assets are included. The vertical wage gap (the 

ratio between highest and lowest paid) is also the highest in the world. Women are still at the 

bottom of this ladder. The report reveals that on average, women’s income is 70% that of 

men, and 55% at the lowest income levels. A useful report, the Inequality Trends Report would 

benefit in future from ensuring more consistent disaggregation of all data by sex. For 

example, education and poverty data, crucial for understanding gender disparities, is not 

disaggregated by sex. The report would also benefit from recognising other forms of sexual 

and gender identity, and expression in the context of inequality. 

 

South Africa’s report on the Progress made on the implementation of the Beijing Platform for 

Action (BPA) 2014-2019 Final draft (2020), quoted extensively in this profile, provides the most 

up-to-date review of the state of gender equality. The year 2020 marked the twenty-fifth 

anniversary of the United Nations (UN) Fourth World Conference on Women held in Beijing, 

China in 1995. The report also assesses the first five years of the adoption of the UN 2030 

Agenda for Sustainable Development and twenty-five years of democracy in South Africa. 

The Beijing report is informed by the Women‘s Empowerment and Gender Equality: 1994-2019 

report, one of the government’s sector reviews for the 25 years of democracy.  

 

The report provides a wealth of sex disaggregated data in all areas – testament to 

tremendous strides by Statistics South Africa in generating data that goes well beyond the 

obvious tick boxes in assessing the state of gender equality. In particular, the annual 

Household Surveys provide information in hard-to-measure areas like GBV. The report 

identifies that 25 years on, South Africa must move from opportunities to outcomes: through 

full and effective implementation of laws and policies; greater emphasis on women‘s 

economic emancipation; changing attitudes and mind-sets. A more comprehensive 

bibliography is attached at Annex A.  
 

5 Despite progressive laws, barriers to full gender equality persist in South Africa, Afro Barometer, | 18 

October 2019 
6 by PsySSA | Nov 26, 2019 | Human Rights, PsyTalk 2019 Issue3, Sexuality and Gender 
7https://media.africaportal.org/documents/ab_r7_dispatchno324_despite_laws_gender_disparities_

persist_in_south_africa.pdf 


