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The United Nations Environment Assembly (UNEA) of the United Nations Environment Programme 
(UNEP) is being held for the first time in 2014. It will convene at the UNEP headquarters in Nairobi 
with more than 1,200 participants, including Environment Ministers, Government delegates and 
representatives of major groups and stakeholders.  The overarching theme of the first session is 
'Sustainable Development Goals and the Post-2015 Development Agenda, including sustainable 
consumption and production', which is designed to inform ongoing discussions on the formulation of 
a set of targets and indicators that would succeed the Millennium Development Goals.  
 
This delegation combines participating in the UNEA with visits to Nairobi’s informal settlements with 
a local Non-Government Organisation offering delegates the unique opportunity to engage with 
policy formation and prominent policy-makers as well as form an understanding of the importance 
of these policies for local populations. 
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Abstract 
 
In 2011, the world’s population surpassed 7 billion human inhabitants. The same year, in developing 
countries around the world, one child died every 3.6 seconds from starvation, and with every minute 
that passed, another child lost their life to malaria as a result of inadequate medical attention. With 
the world’s population projected to reach 9.1 billion by 2050 and almost all this growth occurring in 
developing nations struggling to provide basic life support necessities to their current populations, 
the outcome for many in less developed countries is bleak.  In the past, governments have 
developed population policies to reduce rapid population growth. Many of these policies were not 
only ineffective, but violated women’s reproductive rights. As of 2013, 37 percent of governments 
worldwide were seeking ways to reduce their rapid population growth, calling on the need for a 
paradigm shift in population policies. This paper answers that call. Through education, a nation’s 
women and girls can be empowered. Education provides a non-coercive approach to the issue at 
hand. That is, the reduction of rapid population growth needed for economic development, and 
ultimately, sustainable development worldwide. This paper contends that education is the key to 
poverty eradication because it empowers women to exercise control over their fertility choices. This, 
in turn, will have a positive impact on the rates of absolute poverty. Therefore, education at primary 
and secondary level for girls as well as boys must take centre stage in the Sustainable Development 
Goals and the Post-2015 Development Agenda.  

Recommendations  
 

1. Reduction in fertility rates of women and  adolescent girls should be include in the Post-2015 
Development Agenda as a measurement and indicator of gender equality; 

 
2. Reduction in early childhood marriages and teenage pregnancies of adolescent girls should 

be used as indicators of the effectiveness of policies addressing girls’ access to education in 
the Post-2015 Development Agenda; 

 
3. The Post-2015 Development Agenda needs to address access to women and girls’ education 

against the Women’s Empowerment Framework (WEF); 
 

4. The Australian government needs to direct education aid funding to mitigate the barriers to 
girls education; 

 
5. The incorporation of programs such as the White Ribbon Campaign should extend to schools 

to educate young men on gender equality. It should be supported by the Australian 
Government and included in the Post-2015 Development Agenda. 
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Introduction 
 
The relationship between sustainable development and population growth has been widely debated 
since Thomas Malthus’ 1978 Essay on the Principle of Population. Malthus argued that ‘over-
population’ inevitably leads to natural resource depletion, poverty and social disorder1. There is 
overwhelming evidence that suggests that rapid population growth slows the economic 
development of many developing countries.  The victims of this slowdown, are the inevitably the 
poor2. Proposals for reducing population growth raise many difficult questions about the proper 
domain of public policy in the personal arena of human reproduction3. Government policies that 
have sought to address high fertility rates among developing countries in the past have been 
unsuccessful in lowering fertility rates. They have often been in support of eugenics, imperialism, 
colonialism and have violated women’s reproductive rights4. For example, coercive, imperialist 
policies resulted in the forced sterilizations of the poor in India between 1975 and 1977 during the 
Emergency Period, stemming from concerns over the rise of ‘inferior’ social classes of lower castes5. 
Developed countries are not immune from coercive population policies, as was seen in the United 
States during the 1970s. Thousands of poor women and women of colour, including Puerto Ricans, 
Blacks and Native American’s underwent forced sterilizations in the name of eugenics. Those women 
had little or no knowledge of the permanent physical and psychological ramifications of this form of 
birth control6.  

In 2013, 37 percent of governments worldwide were seeking to lower their rate of population 
growth7. The United Nations Population Fund (UNPFA) called for the integration of population 
dynamics, including high fertility and rapid population growth, into the Post-2015 Development 
Agenda, focusing on the unmet need of family planning8. This paper identifies the need for a 
paradigm shift in population policies that support the power of educating a nation’s women and girls 
in non-coercively reducing fertility rates. With the expiration date of the Millennium Development 

                                                           
1 JA Cassils,‘Overpopulation, sustainable Development and security: Developing and integrated strategy’, 
Population and Environment, Vol. 25, No. 3, 2004, pp. 172 
2 AW Clausen, ‘Population Growth and Economic and Social Development’ , Journal of Economic Education,  
1985, p.165-176 
3 Ibid. p.186 
4 A Bandarage, A, Women, Population and the Global Crisis, Zed Books Ltd. London, 1997. P. 168 
5 I Dobwbiggin, ‘The Sterilization Movement and Global Fertility in the Twentieth Century’, Oxford University 
Press, New York, 2008, p. 262. 
6 S. J. Torpy, “Native American Women and Coerced Sterilization: On the Trail of Tears in the 1970s.” American 
Indian Culture and Research Journal , Vol. 24, No. 2 , 2000, p.1: 1-22 
7 United Nations, ‘World Population policies 2013’, Department of Economic and social affairs population 
division, 2013, retrieved 13 May 2014, 
http://www.un.org/en/development/desa/population/publications/pdf/policy/WPP2013/wpp2013.pdf#zoom
=100  
8 United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA), ‘Population Dynamics in the Post-2015 Development Agenda, 
retrieved 29 May 2014, http://www.iom.int/files/live/sites/iom/files/What-We-Do/docs/Outcome-Report-
Pop-dynamic-and-post-2015-dev-agenda-14-March-2013.pdf  

http://www.un.org/en/development/desa/population/publications/pdf/policy/WPP2013/wpp2013.pdf#zoom=100
http://www.un.org/en/development/desa/population/publications/pdf/policy/WPP2013/wpp2013.pdf#zoom=100
http://www.iom.int/files/live/sites/iom/files/What-We-Do/docs/Outcome-Report-Pop-dynamic-and-post-2015-dev-agenda-14-March-2013.pdf
http://www.iom.int/files/live/sites/iom/files/What-We-Do/docs/Outcome-Report-Pop-dynamic-and-post-2015-dev-agenda-14-March-2013.pdf
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Goals (MDGs) fast approaching, the international community is debating as to what should be 
included in the new development agenda, and how the Post-2015 Development Agenda should 
differ to the approach taken in the MDGs9.  

Although the MDGs have made substantial gains towards closing the gender gap in education, girls 
still continue to be severely disadvantaged in many developing countries10 , with education one of 
MDGs where there is still much progress to be made, and one that must be prioritised in the Post-
2015 Development Agenda’s Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)11.  The High-Level Panel (HLP) 
Report from Eminent Persons on the Post-2015 Development Agenda has put forth 
recommendations regarding the vision and shape of a Post-2015 Development Agenda that will help 
respond to the global challenges of the 21st century , building on the MDGs and with a view to 
ending poverty. Twelve universal illustrative goals with national targets have been proposed in the 
High-Level Panel Report12. This paper supports the inclusion of these goals under the SDGs, with a 
focus on illustrative Goals 2 Empower Girls and Women and Achieve Gender Equality and Goal 3 
Provide Quality Education and Lifelong Learning13. However, suggestions for improvements on these 
targets and measurements and illustrative goals have been proposed. Comparatively, the Open 
Working Groups (OWG) of the UN Generally Assembly on the SDGs has also produced a working 
document that includes several different focus areas.  Focus areas 4 and 5, education and lifelong 
learning for all and gender equality and women’s empowerment14, have also included proposed 
targets for the Post-2015 Development Agenda, but have broadened the targets to include free, 
equitable access to and completion of secondary education for both girls and boys15; a target that 
should remain at the centre of the SDGs.  

Education and fertility decline 
 
It has currently been proposed in the HLP illustrative SDGs, Goal 3, to included access to lower 
secondary education as a target in the Post-2015 Development Agenda16. But for the governments 
worldwide currently seeking to reduce population growth and lower fertility rates17, the Post-2015 
Development Agenda will also need to enhance its focus on addressing girls’ access to school and 

                                                           
9 United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA), ‘A call to integrate population dynamics into the post-2015 
development agenda’, 2012, retrieved 25 May 2014  http://unfpa.org/public/home/publications/pid/16152  
10 United Nations, “Goal 3: Eliminate gender disparity in primary  and secondary education, preferably by 2005, 
and in all levels of education no later than 2015’, retrieved 21 May 2014,  
11 Technical Support Team TST, ‘Issues Brief: Education and culture’, Sustainable Development Knowledge 
Platform, retrieved 24 May 2014, http://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/owg.html  
12 United Nations,’The Report of the High-Level Panel of Eminent Persons on the Post-2015 development 
Agenda’, retrieved 5 May, p.1  http://www.post2015hlp.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/05/UN-Report.pdf  
13 Ibid. p. 30 
14 Open Working Group (OWG) on Sustainable Development Goals ‘Working document from 5-9 May Session 
of Open Working Group’, accessed online 28 May 2014 from 
http://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/3686WorkingDoc_0205_additionalsupporters.pdf  
15 Ibid  
16 The Report of the High-Level Panel of Emient Persons on the Post-2015 Development Agenda, ‘A New Global 
Partnership , p. 36 
17 United Nations ‘World population projected to reach 9.6 billion by 2050-UN report’ p. 6 

http://unfpa.org/public/home/publications/pid/16152
http://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/owg.html
http://www.post2015hlp.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/05/UN-Report.pdf
http://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/3686WorkingDoc_0205_additionalsupporters.pdf
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widen its focus to include a full course of secondary education. Figure 1 illustrates the correlation 
between women’s secondary educational attainment and lowered fertility rates across many 
developed societies across the world, with evidence that a positive association exists between the 
proportion of women having no educational attainment and stalled fertility decline in the East 
African countries of Kenya, Tanzania, Uganda and Zimbabwe18. 

Figure 119 

 

 

Causal theories exist to explain the underlying correlation between female education and fertility 
rates, with suggestions that women’s educational attainment result in enhanced status, improved 
bargaining power, and expanding freedom, and subsequently alters their ideas about their 
opportunities20. In Europe, the low fertility rates of the mid to late 90s were attributed to higher 
rates of educational attainment of women due to a delayed mean fertility age, coupled with the 
ideological factor that higher educated women may prefer smaller families than those women who 
had little or no education. These women generally exhibited more engagement with roles outside 

                                                           
18 RC, Snow, RA, Winter, SD & Harlow, SD, ‘Gender Attitudes and Fertility Aspirations among Young Men in Five 
High Fertility East African Countries’, Vol. 44, No. 1, 2013, p.  2 
19 Earth Policy Institute, ‘Data Highlight: Education leads to reduced fertility and increased prosperity’, 
retrieved 10 March, http://www.earth-policy.org/data_highlights/2011/highlights13  
20 Ibid, p.  

http://www.earth-policy.org/data_highlights/2011/highlights13
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the family, such as work and social commitments, and were much more exposed to birth control, 
making them more efficient family planners21.  

The correlation between educational attainment and improved family planning was observed in the 
mid-twentieth century in the Indian state of Kerala, which had a population density three times the 
average Indian state. However, during the early 1970s a sharp decline in population growth was 
experienced. After an eighteen year period from 1971 to 1989, Kerala’s birth rate was the second 
lowest birth rate in India. The Indian government, as a result of state-sponsored social reforms, 
invested in universal education and widespread health facilities that provided greater receptivity to 
family planning and contraceptives. Fertility declines in Kerala were attributed to the significant 
improvement in women’s status from increased access to family planning, education, and greater 
labour force participation. The increased educational levels of women in Kerala led to women 
postponing marriage, with the average age of married women rising to 22, which subsequently 
lowered the country’s fertility rates22. The age at first marriage of young women, and in some cases, 
girls as young as 1023, has been recognized as a highly influential variable of high fertility rates24.  

Secondary education and delayed marriage  
 
The effect of age at first marriage has indirectly affected the achievement of the some of the MDGs 
associated with the fertility of young girls and adolescents, such as maternal health and mortality, 
and childhood and infant mortality25, with the MDG target to reduce maternal mortality the most 
off-track of all targets. It is estimated that 800 women continue to die every day due to childbirth 
and other pregnancy related complications, with adolescent girls at higher risk of complication from 
pregnancy, stemming from early marriages26. When early marriage statistics are looked at globally, 
girls’ secondary school enrolment was inversely related to the proportion of girls married before 
eighteen years of age.  Those girls with only primary education (seven years or less) are more likely 
to be married before the age of eighteen than girls with higher education27.  

Delaying marriage age is of unparalleled importance in determining the success of the SDGs and the 
HLP Post -2015 Development Agenda illustrative Goal 2, target b End child marriage. While ending 
childhood marriage was never a target in the MDGs, the lack of progress made in gender equality in 
the MDGs reflects the absence of an implementation plan and insufficient policies to achieve the 

                                                           
21 M Sircelj, ‘Fertility and Educational Attainment in Slovenia’, Anthropological Notebook, Vol. 13, Issue 2, 
2007, p. 13 
22 ibid 
23 Plan International 2012, p. 22 
24 N Ayiga & V Rampagane ‘Determinants of age at first marriage in sub-Saharan Africa: A comparative study of 
Uganda and south Africa’, Journal of Social Development in Africa,  Vol. 28, No. 1, 2013, p. 11. 
25 N, Ayiga, & A Rampagane ,  p.10 
26 Technical Support Team Issues Brief:’ Gender Equality and Women’s Empowerment’, Sustainable 
Development Knowledge Platform, retrieved 24 May 2014, www.sustainabledevelopment.un.org.owg.html  
 p. 1 
27 C, Grown, C, GR Gupta, R & Pande, ‘ Taking Action to Improve the Women’s Health Through Gender Equality 
and Women’s Empowerment’, Lancet, Vol. 365, Issue 9458, p. 541 

http://www.sustainabledevelopment.un.org.owg.html/
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MDGs desired outcomes28 . If implemented, to achieve the SDG illustrative Goal 2 target 2b, or what 
is currently the OWG focus area 5 (g), effective polices will be imperative in meeting this target and 
can be achieved if girls have access to a full course of secondary education. This will subsequently 
postpone the early marriage of young girls; imperative not only in and of itself, but for addressing 
high fertility rates. Therefore, is essential for the success of this proposed target to be met, that 
secondary education be placed at the forefront of the SDGs. 

Postponing marriage and lowering fertility rates result in fewer children per family. In developing 
countries, where basic life-sustaining resources such as food, water and sanitation facilities are 
limited, fewer children per family results in greater distribution of limited resources among those 
children. Essentially, these children will be better fed and clothed, generally better cared for in terms 
of available healthcare, and are more likely to receive an education29.  In a model using data from 65 
LDCs, it was estimated that doubling the proportions of girls educated at secondary level from 19 
percent to 38 percent, with all other variables holding constant, including family planning and health 
care, the fertility rates would have dropped from 5.3 children per women to 3.9 children per 
women, and the infant mortality rate from 81 deaths per 1000 to 3830. For every year of a mother’s 
education, the child mortality rate is reduced seven to nine percent31.  High rates of infant and child 
mortality among the poor contribute markedly to higher birth rates in developing countries. Women 
give birth to six or seven children hoping at least a few will survive in the prevailing poverty stricken 
conditions. As one Sudanese women tells32:  

In a country like ours, where the infant mortality rate is 140 per 1000 live births, where 
infectious diseases kill so many children, where malnutrition affects about 30-50 percent of 
the people, where measles is a killer disease, although it could be stopped through 
immunisation; how can you tell us to stop having children? When a mother has twelve 
children, only three or four may live33.   

Access to education: breaking the barriers using the Women’s Empowerment 
Framework  
 
Although gender equality in primary schooling worldwide has been achieved, access to secondary 
and university education remains highly unequal34 . As part of the Post-2015 Development Agenda 
deliberations, various goals have been proposed for education, highlighting the provision of quality 
education and learning, necessary enabling conditions, a renewed focus on gender equality, the 

                                                           
28 Ibid, p.3 
29 K Hadden, & B London, ‘Educating Girls in the Third World: the Demographic, Basic Needs and economic 
Benefits’, the International Journal of Comparative Sociology,   2001  p. 34  
30 C, Grown, GR Gupta, R &  Pande, p. 541 
31 K, Hadden, & B, London, p. 34 
32 Banadarage, A, p. 168 
33 Ibid  
34 United Nations, “Goal 3: Eliminate gender disparity in primary and secondary education, preferably by 2005, 
and in all levels of education no later than 2015’, retrieved 21 May 2014, 
http://www.un.org/millenniumgoals/pdf/Goal_3_fs.pdf 
 

http://www.un.org/millenniumgoals/pdf/Goal_3_fs.pdf


 
 

 

The Empowerment of a Nation’s Women and Girls’: a non-coercive approach for achieving 
sustainable populations in developing countries – addressing the Post-2015 Development Agenda 

Global Voices Study Tour on UN Sustainable Development and Environmental Challenges  
Lana Groves (Central Queensland University) 

 

 
Page 8 

 

  

need for measurable targets and indicators and expanding access and completion 35.  Access to 
education remains the biggest impediment to the education of girls in developing countries36 and 
one that should remain a focus point in addressing girls’ education and gender equality in the SDGs.  

The global objectives of the MDGs 2 and 3 in bridging the gender gap in education and women’s 
empowerment prompted the governments of many developing countries to establish policies 
addressing girls’ access to education. The Ugandan Government’s National Strategy for Girls 
Education (NSGE) was such a policy37.  Uganda’s NSGE was examined against the Women’s 
Empowerment Framework (WEF), a framework based on five levels in which each barrier to girls’ 
education was assessed against38. The WEF, developed by Zambian gender expert Sara Hlupekile 
Longwe, offers a best practice approach to assist organisations in identifying what women’s 
empowerment and equality means in practice, and examines to what extent an intervention 
supports the equality and empowerment of women39. The framework uses five levels of equality 
that indicate the extent to which women are equal with men and have achieved empowerment. The 
hierarchal levels of equality within the framework appear in the following order: welfare, access, 
conscientisation (the process of developing a critical awareness of one’s social reality through 
reflection and action40), participation and control41.  The upward movement from welfare to control 
indicates increased equality and empowerment42. Only when mitigation to each barrier has reached 
the level of control can women’s empowerment, in the context of secondary education, be 
achieved43 .  

To determine if the NSGE led to empowerment of a cohort of Ugandan secondary school girls, the 
WEF evaluated the ways in which the NSGE addressed the key challenges associated with access and 
barriers to girl’s education. School location, menstruation, negative pedagogical practices and 
attitudes, sexual exploitation and abuse within the school environment, lack of income and earning 
opportunities, and domestic responsibilities were identified as six of the most significant barriers44.  
Studies based on the experience of Ugandan school girls revealed that the NSGE failed to make 
significant progress in addressing and mitigating barriers to achieve quality, gender-equitable 
education, as demonstrated in Figure 2, with all six barriers failing to achieve women’s 
empowerment based on the WEF45. For example, the barrier of distance to school exposes many 

                                                           
35 Technical Support Team TST, ‘Issues Brief: Education and culture’, Sustainable Development Knowledge 
Platform, retrieved 24 May 2014, 
http://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/18290406tstisuesedcult.pdf  
36 Earth Policy Institute 2013 
37 SK, Jones, ‘Girls secondary education in Uganda: addressing policy within the women’s empowerment 
framework;, Gender and Education,  Vol. 23, No. 4 2011,     p. 385 
38 ibid 
39 The Foundation Centre, ‘Tools and Resources for Assessing Social Impact: the Women’s Empowerment 
Framework’, retrieved 5 May 2014, http://trasi.foundationcenter.org/record.php?SN=177  
40 Freire Institute , ‘Concepts used by Paula Freire’, retrieved 12 June 2014,  
http://www.freire.org/component/easytagcloud/118-module/conscientization/  
41 G Mehran, ‘Doing and undoing gender: Female higher education in the Islamic republic of Iran’, International 
review of Education, 2009, Issue 55, pp. 541-559, p. 544 
42 G Mehran, p. 545 
43 SK Jones, p. 408 
44 ibid 
45 ibid 

http://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/18290406tstisuesedcult.pdf
http://trasi.foundationcenter.org/record.php?SN=177
http://www.freire.org/component/easytagcloud/118-module/conscientization/
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girls to sexual harassment and violence, with some girls walking up to five hours a day to school. 
Teachers in Uganda have identified distance to school and the ‘vulnerability to harassment’ as a 
serious impediment to girls’ equal access to education. Despite this, the NSGE did not have 
measures put in place to mitigate this barrier, with the construction of hostels being the only remote 
action to address this issue, and under the WEF, only reached the level of conscientisation. Assessed 
within the WEF, options such as school buses, walking escorts, established walking groups and 
commuting ‘checkpoints’ can address these issues46.  

The proposals for education to be included in the Post-2015 Development Agenda have a renewed 
focus on gender equality and enhancing access to post-secondary education for girls and women in a 
safe, supportive learning environment47, and should therefore include the Women’s Empowerment 
Framework (WEF) to develop effective policies to mitigate these barriers.  There is a pressing need 
for policy makers to draw seriously upon ethnographic research to gain insight into the specific, 
fundamental, day-to-day challenges that girls face, and employ assessment frameworks, such as the 
WEF, to assess and inform policy around girls’ education if the commitment to women’s 
empowerment is genuine48.  

Figure 249 Barriers identified to girls secondary education in the NSGE against 
the WEF   
                    
Barriers 
 
 
Level of equality 

School 
location 

Menstruation Negative 
Pedagogical 
practices 
and 
attitudes 

Sexual 
abuse & 
exploitation 

Lack of 
income/ 
Poverty 

Gendered 
domestic 
responsibilities  

 Control 
(the balance of 
power between 
women and 
men, and girls 
and boys: 
equality has 
been achieved) 
 

      

Participation 
(decision making 
leadership roles, 
involvement in 
extra-cirricula 
activities and 

      

                                                           
46 SK, Jones. p. 394 
47 Technical Support Team TST, ‘Issues Brief: Education and culture’, Sustainable Development Knowledge 
Platform, retrieved 24 May 2014, p. 3 
48 SK Jones, p. 411 
49 Jones, SK, p. 408 
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having a voice in 
all areas of 
learning) 

Conscientisation 
(the extent to 
which students 
and teachers 
develop 
assumptions 
around sex and 
gender and work 
towards gender 
equitable 
relations) 

      

Access 
(equal 
opportunities for 
girls to attend 
school) 

      

Welfare  
(incentives that 
enable girls to 
go to school i.e 
free uniforms 
and textbooks, 
no school fees, 
sanitation 
facilities, 
transportation) 

      

*Shading indicates that mitigation to barriers were implemented in the NSGE but were not effective 
in empowering girls; no shading indicates no mitigation measures were put in place under the NSGE 

 

Gender equality and women’s empowerment is a key priority across Australia’s aid program, as 
detailed in the 2014-2015 budget50, and as such, a substantial amount of the 22 percent of 
Australia’s aid funding spent on education should address barriers to girls education within the WEF. 
Australia’s commitment, as a donor country, to scale up to 0.5 % Gross National Income (GNI) to 
Overseas Development Assistance (ODA) has been pushed back, yet again51. If Australia is genuinely 
committed to ensuring the empowerment of women as put forth in the 2014-2015 budget, then the 

                                                           
50 Commonwealth Government of Australia, ‘ Portfolio Budget Statements2014-2015 Budget Related Paper 
No. 1.9 Foreign Affairs and Trade Portfolio, 2014,  p. 17, 
http://www.dfat.gov.au/dept/budget/2014_2015_pbs/2014-15_DFAT_PBS_Complete.pdf 
51 Australian Council for International Development (ACFID)’Federal Budget Analysis 2013-2014: Australian Aid 
Investing in the Future’, 2013, retrieved 5 May 2014, p.4, http://www.acfid.asn.au/resources-
publications/files/2013-2014-federal-budget-analysis  

http://www.dfat.gov.au/dept/budget/2014_2015_pbs/2014-15_DFAT_PBS_Complete.pdf
http://www.acfid.asn.au/resources-publications/files/2013-2014-federal-budget-analysis
http://www.acfid.asn.au/resources-publications/files/2013-2014-federal-budget-analysis
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commitment to the 0.5% GNI by 2017-18 would increase the aid assistance under the current 22 
percent of ODA directed to education52 and could contribute substantially in achieving the SDGs 
illustrative Goal 2 by the 2030 deadline by directing aid towards addressing girls’ barriers to 
secondary education.   

Patriarchy and high fertility  
 
Whilst it is the focus of this paper, women’s reproductive behaviour cannot be solely attributed to 
poor education, lack of contraceptives or poverty. Human reproduction is very much defined by the 
social and psychological structures of patriarchy53 .  Population policies in the past have centred on 
the fertility and attitudes of women, contrary to empirical evidence that suggest that high fertility 
should, in fact, address and scrutinize the reproduction of prevailing masculine attitudes and 
values54. There is clear evidence that women in developing countries frequently report having more 
children than desired55.  

Incidents involving adolescent girls falling pregnant in disaster camps, even when contraception is 
available, demonstrates many women’s inability to negotiate contraceptive use with their partners, 
with 26 percent of women in disaster camps in Haiti saying their husband or partners made all the 
decisions regarding their sexual health56. The UNFPA suggest that the SDGs need to meet the current 
unmet demand for family planning, and the promotion of sexual and reproductive health, the core 
concept underpinning population dynamics, should be an essential component of the Post-2015 
Development Agenda57. While there is an urgent need for easy and more widely available 
contraception, there is little use in providing such items when women cannot negotiate their use58.  
While the UNFPA have mainly focused on family planning and sexual and reproductive health as a 
recommendation in the Post 2015 Development Agenda, what should be highlighted is the higher 
the educational attainment of women, the greater their awareness of family planning and greater 
confidence to discuss contraceptive use with their partners will be, as illustrated in Figure 359, 
supporting the need for the SDGs to focus on improving the access to secondary education of girls. 

 

 

                                                           
52 Ibid. p. 13 
53 Bandarage, A  p. 170 
54 RC, Snow, RA Winter, & SD Harlow, ‘Gender Attitudes and Fertility Aspirations among Young Men in Five 
High Fertility East African Countries’, Vol. 44, No. 1, 2013, p. 19 
55 SP Morgan, KJ & Hagewen, ‘Fertility’, in Micklin, M & Poston DL (eds.) Handbook of population, Springer, 
New York, 2006, p.   
56 Plan International 2013, p. 49 
57 UNFPA 2013, ‘Population dynamics in the Post-2015 Development Agenda’   retrieved 19 May 2015, 
http://unfpa.org/webdav/site/global/shared/documents/publications/2014/Population%20Dynamics%20in%2
0Post-2015%20FINAL.pdf  
58 Plan International 2013, p. 49 
59 M Murthis, ‘Fertility Change in Asia and Africa’, World Development, Vol. 30, No. 10, p. 1771 

http://unfpa.org/webdav/site/global/shared/documents/publications/2014/Population%20Dynamics%20in%20Post-2015%20FINAL.pdf
http://unfpa.org/webdav/site/global/shared/documents/publications/2014/Population%20Dynamics%20in%20Post-2015%20FINAL.pdf
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Figure 360. The relationship between female education and family planning 
 

 
 

Furthermore, the relationship between female education and male and female fertility aspirations, 
and the role of patriarchal dominate male/submissive wife marriages in the five East African 
countries of Ethiopia, Rwanda, Tanzania, Uganda and Zambia, showed a number of positive 
relationships towards education and patriarchal family structures and high fertility rates. The 
addition of 0.40 and 0.86 children to men’s ideal number of children was reported in dominant 
male/submissive wife marriages and was a significant predicator associated with higher numbers of 
children. The most significant results, however, suggest that higher mean educational attainment of 
women in the men’s household was significantly associated with lower fertility aspirations in men, 
reflecting that the higher a women’s education, the greater her influence over her husband’s fertility 
and family size aspirations will be61 .  

However, female education alone is not sufficient, and changes in social and cultural attitudes play a 
very important role in women’s empowerment and changing the lowered status of women within 
the household and community62. The Post-2015 Development Agenda OWG Focus area 463 and HLP 
illustrative Goal 3 emphasise a renewed focus on access to education for both boys and girls at all 
levels64 and should incorporate gender equality programs, such as the White Ribbon Campaign, into 
the school curriculum. Co-founded in 1991 by Michael Kaufman, the White Ribbon Campaign is the 
world’s largest non-profit organisation that aims to raise awareness and encourage boys and men to 
speak out against violence towards women through public education, while promoting gender 

                                                           
60 Ibid. 
61 Snow et al. p. 11 
62 B Viswanathan, B p. 376 
63 Open Working Group, ‘Working Document of May session  5-9 of Open Working Group  
64 United Nations, ‘The Report of the High-Level Panel of Eminent Persons on the Post-2015 development 
Agenda, retrieved 5 May, p.1  http://www.post2015hlp.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/05/UN-Report.pdf 

http://www.post2015hlp.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/05/UN-Report.pdf


 
 

 

The Empowerment of a Nation’s Women and Girls’: a non-coercive approach for achieving 
sustainable populations in developing countries – addressing the Post-2015 Development Agenda 

Global Voices Study Tour on UN Sustainable Development and Environmental Challenges  
Lana Groves (Central Queensland University) 

 

 Page 

13 

 

  

equality, healthy relationships and a new vision of masculinity65.  Such programs are essential in 
achieving gender equality and influencing fertility rates, as countries will low gender equality have 
substantially higher fertility rates than countries with high gender equality66. Gender inequality and 
negative attitudes towards females need to be addressed in the SDGs, as negative attitudes remains 
a highly influential factor in secondary school dropout rates of girls as shown in Figure 4, ranking 
second only to poverty67.  

Figure 468 Prominent global issues causing girls to leave School 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
65 White Ribbon, ‘What is white ribbon’, retrieved 5 May 2014,  http://www.whiteribbon.org.au/what-is-
white-ribbon  
66 K, Hadden, & B London,  p. 39 
67 Plan International, ‘State of the World’s Girls’,  2012, p. 30 
68 Ibid. 

http://www.whiteribbon.org.au/what-is-white-ribbon
http://www.whiteribbon.org.au/what-is-white-ribbon
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Conclusion  
 
As the Millennium Development Goals draw to a close, the Post-2015 Development Agenda must 
focus on the unmet goal of access to education, and essentially, the empowerment of women and 
girls in developing nations to non-coercively reduce population growth. Australia, as a donor country 
and through its multilateral agreements, needs to both direct funding towards ensuring girls have 
the opportunity to complete a full course of secondary education, and allocate funding towards 
addressing access and barriers that impede girls’ education. The barriers to girls’ secondary 
education should be assessed against the women’s empowerment framework in the Post-2015 
Development Agenda, which will identify the effectiveness of a country’s education policies to 
empower girls, and ultimately, give girls the choice and control over their fertility. The education of 
young men in addressing gender equality is paramount to women’s empowerment. Therefore, 
programs such as the White Ribbon Campaign should be incorporated into education frameworks in 
the SDGs - to address gender inequality; a highly indicative factor of high fertility. The empowerment 
of women and girls through education is the key to breaking the poverty cycle that connects women, 
high population growth and unsustainable development. Only when women are empowered can 
they exercise choice and control over their fertility; and only then will fertility rates voluntarily 
decline. 
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