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Founded in 1987, IWPR is the leading think tank in the U.S. focusing 
on policy issues affecting  women, with particular attention to 
employment, education and economic change; democracy and 
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health and safety.  It works in affiliation  with the women’s studies 
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Widows Around the World
• Widowhood is primarily a problem of women

• 245 million widows with 65 million minor children worldwide 
(Loomba Foundation)

• Widows are disadvantaged everywhere

• Disadvantages are severe in some regions where widowhood 
can be lifelong and widows are often disenfranchised
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Widowhood is primarily a women’s problem.  Although men are widowed too, they are many fewer in number (they live longer, often marry younger women, and often remarry if widowed) .  Men are also less likely to be left disadvantaged  by widowhood as they likely will continue to have the same livelihood as they had before being widowed.

Women who are widowed are disadvantaged even in the developed countries.   In the United States, for example, 18% of older widows (aged 65 and older) who live alone are poor. That is a very high poverty rate for such a rich country.

In the developing world, especially, widowhood is likely to be a severe economic problem.  Because of prohibitions on remarriage or employment and often the inability to inherit or use property from the deceased husband, being a widow places a woman and her children in a very vulnerable position.  She may even be outcast.

In India, for example, about ¼ of widows are less than 50 years old and only 10% of widows remarry.  And widows have  nearly twice the death rate of similarly aged women who are not widows.



Percentage of those Aged 45-59 
who are Widowed, 1985-1997
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Rates of widowhood vary widely around the world.  Rates of widowhood for women  in the middle years (ages 45-59) range from as low as 5% in “other developed regions” which includes the US, Australia, Canada, Japan, and New Zealand, and 7% in Western Europe to as high as 19% in  Northern Africa and 16% in Sub-Saharan African and Southern and Central  Asia (which includes India).

Rates of widowhood for men are very much lower than for women everywhere.  Men’s rates of widowhood are highest, at only 3% in Eastern Europe and several other regions and lowest, at only 1%, in the developed regions and a few other areas.



Percentage of those Aged 60 + who 
are Widowed, 1985-1997
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Not surprisingly, rates of widowhood are higher for older people, both men and women, but there is still considerable regional variation among older men and women  and the differences in rates of widowhood are, as with the middle aged group, very much higher for women than men.

For men, the share of all men 60 and older who are widowed ranges from  7% in Sub-Saharan Africa to 15% in Oceania.  For older women, we find the lowest share widowed in Latin America and the Caribbean at 36%, and the highest share in Northern Africa at 59% (and in Southern and Central Asia at 53%).  



Percentage of Widows Living in 
Poverty, 2010
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This graph shows how high the poverty rates of widows are in the same world regions we have been looking at.  These data are also from the  reports on widows commissioned by the Loomba Foundation.  To some extent, widow poverty is highest where poverty in general is highest, such as Sub-Saharan Africa and South and Central Asia.  Oceania, Eastern Europe, and Eastern Asia also have high  poverty rates for widows.  The lowest poverty rates for widows are in the most developed regions of the world.





• War, genocide, terrorism

• Disease (especially HIV/AIDS, TB, and Malaria)

• Work Accidents

• Younger age of girls/women at marriage

• Widows may not inherit husband’s property and may be run off by 

other family members

• Traditional proscriptions on employment and remarriage, or forced 

marriage to relative of the deceased

• Female longevity 

Causes of Widowhood and 
of Economic Disadvantage in Widowhood
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Some causes of death tend to affect younger men, leaving young wives with children to fend for themselves:  

War, genocide, terrorism: men are typically killed at young ages, leaving young widows with minor children to support; the high rate of widowhood and poverty in Eastern Europe, for example, results from war and genocide.
Disease (especially HIV/AIDS, TB, and Malaria): the husband’s disease typically impoverishes the family before his death; like violence, diseases often strike the young  so that widows are left impoverished and with young children.
 Work Accidents: husbands may be disabled or killed on the job; many  of these deaths are also to young men, again leaving younger widows with young children to support in a desperate situation.

Even when men die of natural causes at older ages, widows can be left destitute:

Younger age of girls/women at marriage:  very young widows can be left with young children to support when a much older husband dies

Widows may not inherit husband’s property,  and widows and their children may be run off the dead husband’s land by other family members.  Without land, the family has no means of support.
Traditional proscriptions on employment and remarriage again leave the widow with no means of survival other than dependence on other family members, charity, and other potentially unreliable sources.

Forced marriage to a relative of the deceased can also leave the widow in a disadvantaged position.




47%

27% 24%
31%

37%
40%

60%
49%

57%
66%

53% 57%

22%

51% 49%
56%

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

100%

Widows Reporting Inheriting Any 
Assets in 15 African Countries

Note: Mean values are weighted using nationally-representative weights among widows ages 15-49.

Source: Cross country DHS in: Amber Peterman (2010)  Widowhood and Asset Inheritance in Sub-Saharan Africa: Empirical Evidence 
from  15 Countries .

Presenter
Presentation Notes

This chart and the next one come from a very  interesting , recent study by  Amber Peterson of  younger widows (ages 15-49) in 15  countries in Sub-Saharan Africa.  She finds that overall, in these 15 countries, about half of widows (47%) report inheriting any assets, but that proportion varies considerably from a low of 22% in Sierra Leone (and 24% in the Congo) to a high of 66% in Rwanda (and 60% in Namibia).  The high rates of inheritance show what can be done, even in countries like Rwanda that experience high degrees of violence, when a concerted effort is made to change policies and customs.
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From the same study, we can also see that the incidence of widows in Sub-Saharan Africa inheriting the majority of their dead husband’s property is highly variable  across these 15 countries, from a low of 13% in Sierra Leone (and 15% in the Congo) to a high of 60% in Rwanda.



In Most Countries, Women Must be at 
Least Age 18 to Marry Without Consent
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Because a customary young age at marriage can lead to high numbers of widows, I reviewed information from the United Nations on the  legal  age of marriage without parental consent across countries.  In most countries of the world, that age is 18 or higher.  In 12 countries the age of consent for females is as high as 21.  A substantial minority, though, have ages of 17 or lower (a total of  44 countries, vs. 84 at age 18 and 19 at age 19 or higher).
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Source: International Foundation for Electoral Systems (IFES) and The Institute for Women’s Policy Research (IWPR). 2011. The
Status of Women in the Middle East and North Africa (SWMENA) Project. Focus on Yemen: Opinions on Early Marriage and 
Gender Quotas  - Topic Brief.
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I also reviewed data on the age of  first marriage that became available through a survey of Yemenis conducted by my think tank, the Institute for Women’s Policy Research, working with the International Foundation for Electoral Systems (IFES).  Yemen is one of the countries with a large average age difference between spouses—on average husbands are 5.1 years older than their wives.   

These data, based on a survey of nearly 1500 women and nearly 400 men, show that a substantial minority of women and men marry between the ages of 18 and 21 (28% of women and 38% of men), but nearly half of the men marry  at ages older than 21 (46%) while only 8% of women marry for the first time at those older ages.  Fully 43% of women married at ages 15-17 and 21% of women married at ages under 15.  Only 16% of men married at ages 17 or younger.

When we asked men and women at what age they thought  women should marry, almost 2/3 of the women responded with an age that was higher than the age at which they themselves were married!

Overall, the following slides show that women and men in Yemen have similar ideas about the age at which women should marry.
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Substantial majorities of both women and men think that  the minimum acceptable age of marriage for females is 18-21 years old.   8% of women think the age should be set at 22 years or higher.  Men’s preferences for women’s age at marriage are somewhat younger than women’s but not by much.  For example,  23% of women say the minimum age of marriage should be 17 or less vs. 34% of men.



Yemen: Support for Legislation to Establish a Minimum 
Marriage Age for Girls; Most Say at Least Age 17
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There is substantial support for a new law in Yemen to set the minimum age of marriage for girls to at least age 17:  72% of men say 17 or older, vs. 75% of women, though substantially more women than men (23% vs .8%) say the minimum age for women to marry should be at least 19.  About ¼ of women and men oppose legislation that would set a minimum marriage age for girls.



Remedies

• Education, education, education

• Establish property rights for survivors

• Establish rights to employment and self-
employment (access to credit)

• Eliminate marriage of girls; reduce age 
differences

• Improve the public safety net
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Marriage age is just one piece of the puzzle that must be solved to reduce the incidence of widowhood and the hardships of those who are widowed.  While educating  more girls  and for more years will reduce early marriage, this solution is a rather long-acting solution; it will take many years for later ages at first marriage to reduce the share of widows in a population.   Laws to prevent the marriage of young girls (which will reduce age differences been wives and husbands) are also important.

Therefore as important as education is (which is why you see it 3 times on this slide), more must be done, and some of these changes can be quicker-acting, as we have seen in Rwanda, where inheritance rights have become well-established.  

Establishing property rights and strengthening enforcement of inheritance rights is key.

Establishing rights to employment and self-employment (and increasing access to credit for widows so they can start and expand businesses) can go a long way to enabling widows to become self-supporting and more economically independent.  Education for widows is important in this context too; basic skills training and training in skills needed for employment and self-employment will help increase earnings.  

Also important in reducing hardship, potentially immediately, is the establishment of a public safety net, such as an income assistance program, for widows and their children. India has begun to put these pensions into place (using public funds) and even when benefits are small they can make a substantial difference to the well-being of widows and their families. 
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