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Accomplishing gender equality has 
been a prioritized goal of the interna-
tional community for many years, and 
yet, in many places, women still face 
injustice, exclusion, and violence. To 
track progress on women’s rights and 
female empowerment, quantitative 
and comparable global indices play a 
crucial role. This policy brief introduces 
the third edition of the Women, Peace, 
and Security (WPS) Index, created by 
researchers at the Georgetown Institute 
for Women, Peace and Security (GI-
WPS) and the Peace Research Institute 
Oslo (PRIO). It measures women’s 
wellbeing along three dimensions – 
inclusion, justice, and security. The 
index provides a significant tool to 
understand key achievements, as well 
as a guide to map remaining efforts to 
achieve gender equitable societies.
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• The WPS Index ranks 170 countries and 
covers 99% of the world’s population.

• The 2021 WPS Index finds a slowdown 
in the pace of improvement in women’s 
wellbeing and widening disparities across 
countries.

• The range of scores in the 2021 WPS Index 
is vast, with Norway at the top scoring more 
than three times higher than Afghanistan 
at the bottom.

• 90 countries have improved their score by 
at least 5% since the inaugural WPS Index 
in 2017, and six of the top ten score im-
provers are in Sub-Saharan Africa. At the 
opposite end we find Afghanistan, with a 
decline of 28%.

• The Covid-19 pandemic has triggered 
major reversals in rates of paid employ-
ment as well as augmented the risk of both 
first-time and ongoing intimate partner 
violence.
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Introduction

Since the 1990s, improving women’s participa-
tion and incorporating gender perspectives in 
peace and security efforts have been a key focus 
of several United Nations (UN) initiatives. The 
most important breakthrough for advancing this 
agenda was the adoption of Security Council 
Resolution 1325 (UNSCR 1325) on Women, 
Peace and Security in October 2000, which rec-
ognizes that women’s rights are vital to achiev-
ing peace and justice. UNSCR 1325 and subse-
quent resolutions have become the normative 
framework under which new initiatives are de-
veloped. Scholars have found gender equality 
to correspond with a wide range of positive out-
comes. Policy makers, the development com-
munity and researchers emphasize that women 
are at the heart of efforts to achieve sustainable 
peace through inclusion, justice, and security. 
Gender equality is a focus of the UN Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs), constituting both 
a goal in itself (#5) and a cross-cutting issue 
across the whole SDG agenda. To reveal pat-
terns in gender inequality and conflict risk, and 
to compare national progress against such goals, 
both policy makers and researchers need high 
quality data. Global indices are increasingly pop-
ular because they can distil an array of complex 
information into a single number.

The Women, Peace, and Security (WPS) Index 
is unique among gender indices because it in-
corporates a security dimension of women’s 
wellbeing. This third edition of the global WPS 
Index provides important insights into patterns 
and progress on women’s status and empower-
ment around the world. It reflects a shared vision 
that countries are more peaceful and prosperous 
when women are accorded full and equal rights 
and opportunities. In this most recent iteration 
of the WPS Index, we have also sought to capture 
insights about the repercussions of the Covid-19 
pandemic for women’s inclusion and security.

The WPS Index

The WPS Index is the first gender index devel-
oped that builds a bridge between the peace and 
security pillar of the UN system and the 2030 
Agenda for Sustainable Development, adopted 
by all UN member states in September 2015. 
Further, by presenting gender-specific data, 
it provides important data for the “Sustaining 
Peace” agenda, which aims at strengthening 
the UN system’s ability to prevent conflicts. The 

third edition of the WPS Index ranks 170 coun-
tries and covers 99% of the world’s population. 
The ranking is calculated based on 11 separate 
variables, all acquired through publicly avail-
able datasets. The three dimensions measured 
by the index – inclusion, justice, and security 
– are illustrated in Figure 1. Inclusion is mea-
sured by women’s achievements in education, 
employment, and parliamentary representation, 
as well as access to cellphones and financial ser-
vices. Justice is measured through formal and 
informal indicators: the extent of discrimina-
tion in the legal system, alongside son bias (the 
preferences of male over female children) and 
exposure to discriminatory norms. Security is 
gauged at three levels – family, community, and 
society. In total, these three dimensions are cru-
cial for women’s well-being. The data for the 
third edition for the WPS index does not extend 
beyond 2020.

Major innovative features of the WPS Index set 
it apart from existing gender indices and securi-
ty indices. The WPS Index incorporates several 
indicators that have not been included in com-
parable indices: the share of men who believe 
it is unacceptable for women to have a paid job 
outside the home if they want one, the level of 
intimate partner violence, women’s perceptions 
of safety in the community, and the presence of 
armed conflict. The Index also incorporates oth-
er indicators that have rarely been included in 
indices: financial inclusion, cellphone use and 
son bias. The WPS Index thus adds value as a 
more complete measure of women’s status in 
society than other indices. Moreover, we focus 

on women’s status and achievements in an ab-
solute sense rather than relative to men. Instead 
of focusing on the gaps between women and 
men, countries are ranked based on their gen-
eral performance in women’s inclusion, justice 
and security. In this way, we avoid celebrating 
countries where, for example, education attain-
ment is equally low for both boys and girls as 
having achieved gender equality.

Main Findings

The 2021 Index Report, the third since the in-
augural edition in 2017, finds a slowdown in 
the pace of improvement in the WPS Index 
and widening disparities across countries. The 
range of scores on the 2021 WPS Index is vast, 
with Norway at the top scoring more than three 
times higher than Afghanistan, which is at the 
bottom. The range of scores is much wider than 
in 2017, when the score of the top performer 
was about twice that of the lowest performer. 
This change is related to the worsening of the 
situation for women – and the whole society as 
such – in Afghanistan, due to an intensifying of 
organized violence, rather than improvements 
among women in Norway. This widening gap 
reflects rising inequality in the status of women 
across countries: countries at the top continue 
to improve, while those at the bottom get worse, 
mirroring global trends in wealth and income 
inequality.

The top dozen countries on the index are all 
in the Developed Country group. As displayed 
in Figure 2, the differences across these 12 
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Figure 1: The WPS Index captures three dimensions of women’s status across 11 indicators
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countries are minimal, with a range from .879 
(Canada, at number 12) to .922 (Norway, at the 
top). At the other end of the spectrum, there 
is a much wider range of performance, with 
Afghanistan at the bottom performing some 
51% worse on the index than Somalia, ranked 
12th from the bottom. Of the bottom 12 coun-
tries, 10 are classified by the World Bank as frag-
ile states.

Since the inaugural 2017 WPS Index, 90 coun-
tries have improved their score by at least 5% 
– and in 31 countries, scores rose at least 9%, 
surpassing the global average improvement. 
Six of the top ten score improvers are in Sub-
Saharan Africa: Central African Republic, Mali, 
Cameroon, Benin, Kenya, and Rwanda, in de-
scending order of improvement. Trends analyses 
reveal that the pace of progress has slowed by 
more than half: the global average WPS Index 
rose about 7% between 2017 and 2019 but only 
about 3% between 2019 and 2021. The 2021 re-
port indicates that index scores also worsened 
for several countries. Since 2017, Afghanistan’s 
score has deteriorated 28%, driven mostly by 
worsening rates of organized violence and per-
ceptions of community safety. Scores also wors-
ened in absolute terms for Haiti, Namibia, and 
Yemen, with especially marked declines in the 
security dimension.

The 2021 report indicates that the number of 
battle-related deaths from organized violence 
has declined despite a rising number of con-
flicts: there were 56 unique state-based con-
flicts in 2020 – the highest number since 1946 
– alongside 72 nonstate conflicts. This points 
to the presence of many low-intensity conflicts 
and underlines that more people now live in 
conflict zones. This is a major concern given 

accumulating evidence of the repercussions of 
conflict beyond the battlefield, especially for 
women and children, from increased food in-
security to higher risks of intimate partner vi-
olence. High rates of organized violence are 
strongly correlated not only with high rates of 
violence against women in the home, but also 
with poor performance on women’s inclusion, 
justice, and security more broadly. Two of the 
four countries with the worst levels of violence 
in 2020 – and indeed over the past decade – 
Afghanistan and Yemen, are also bottom ranked 
on the WPS Index.

Country Focus: Afghanistan

The 2021 WPS Index also explores within coun-
try variation, presenting how the various vari-
ables perform among the 34 different provinces 
in Afghanistan. Provincial index scores ranged 
from .639 in Panjshir to .162 in Uruzgan (Figure 
3), with the widest gaps for organized violence. 
Afghanistan’s lowest-ranking provinces are 
mainly in the south-eastern areas, where rates 
of organized violence and intimate partner vio-
lence were high. Acceptance of wife beating was 
widespread (between 67% and 97%), and lev-
els of women’s participation in domestic deci-
sion making were very low (between 3% and 
21%). High rates of violence in the home com-
pounded the security threats facing women. 
Nationwide, 35% of Afghan women experienced 
intimate partner violence, and rates exceeded 
84% in Ghor, Herat, and Wardak provinces – 
higher than those in any country in the global 
WPS Index.

Efforts to advance the position of Afghan wom-
en and girls received much attention after the 
fall of the Taliban in 2001, and opportunities 

for education, employment, and political repre-
sentation improved. For example, by 2018, 83% 
of Afghan girls had enrolled in primary school, 
and by 2019, more than 1,000 Afghan women 
had started their own businesses, two activi-
ties previously prohibited under the Taliban. 
However, mean schooling for Afghan women 
was still alarmingly low, at just two years. The 
collapse of the Afghan government and the rise 
of the Taliban in August 2021 jeopardize past 
progress for Afghan women and threaten rever-
sals in access to rights, justice and political par-
ticipation.1 This, in combination with the with-
drawal of international support and the freezing 
of state assets, has contributed to a collapse in 
the Afghan economy and to rapidly worsening 
the humanitarian situation. Increasing hunger 
and malnutrition, along with a collapsing health 
and educational system, are likely to severely im-
pact the condition of Afghan women and men 
around the country.

Covid-19

The pandemic has triggered multiple crises, and 
challenges for women have worsened on several 
fronts, not least in juggling paid jobs and unpaid 
care work, but also in growing threats to safety.

The pandemic has triggered major reversals 
in rates of paid employment, a key indicator of 
women’s inclusion. Estimated losses in paid 
employment for women in 2020 (5%) exceeded 
those for men (3.9%). In Latin America and the 
Caribbean, for example, 17 million women ex-
ited paid work during the pandemic, compared 
with 14 million men. Worldwide, among people 
who lost their jobs, 9 in 10 women became eco-
nomically inactive, most of them young, urban, 
and less educated, compared with 7 in 10 for 

Figure 2: The dozen best and worst performers on the WPS Index 2021
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This policy brief on the Women, Peace and Se-
curity (WPS) Index is a collaboration between 
the Peace Research Institute Oslo (PRIO) and 
the Georgetown Institute for Women, Peace 
and Security (GIWPS). The Government of 
Norway’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the 
Bank of America Charitable Foundation funded 
this project.

The Peace Research Institute Oslo (PRIO) is a 
non-profit peace research institute (estab-
lished in 1959) whose overarching purpose 
is to conduct research on the conditions for 
peaceful relations between states, groups and 
people. The institute is independent, interna-
tional and interdisciplinary, and explores is-
sues related to all facets of peace and conflict.
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men. This has extensive repercussions, especial-
ly for pensions and savings, amplifying wealth 
gaps that favour men. Long-term exits of women 
from paid work also reduce national output and 
prospects for future economic growth.

Women have faced increasing risks of intimate 
partner violence and greater difficulty leaving 
abusive relationships due to worsening econom-
ic conditions and national lockdowns. For ex-
ample, survey data from more than 2,500 part-
nered women in Iran before the pandemic and 

six months into the crisis revealed that preva-
lence rates of current intimate partner violence 
soared from 54% to 65% and that job losses for 
women or their partner dramatically increased 
the likelihood of intimate partner violence. The 
pandemic has augmented the risk of both first-
time and ongoing intimate partner violence. In 
Iran, more than a quarter of women who had 
not previously experienced intimate partner vio-
lence were abused during the first six months 
of the pandemic. And during the first wave 
of lockdowns in Nigeria, women previously 

experiencing intimate partner violence suffered 
more severe acts or new forms of violence.

The Way Forward

The WPS Index offers important insights into 
both progress and deficits in women’s wellbe-
ing globally. The results and analyses provide 
opportunities for stakeholders to come togeth-
er to discuss challenges and identify major op-
portunities for transformative change. In the 
next years, the WPS Index will be updated every 
two years. Hopefully, the data provided by the 
Index will accelerate progress on the Women, 
Peace and Security agenda and the Sustainable 
Development Goals and targets.

The 2021 global rankings and novel WPS Index 
applications underline and illustrate the diverse 
obstacles and needs facing women around the 
world. The massive challenges created by the 
pandemic mean that intersectional analysis and 
policy making are more important than ever as 
communities and governments strive to build 
back better.  

Note

1. The background data for the third edition of the 
WPS index does not extend beyond 2020. Thus, 
the full implications of these developments for 
women’s security and wellbeing in Afghanistan 
are not reflected in the report.
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Figure 3: Provincial index scores in Afghanistan
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