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ABSTRACT 

A growing literature has shown that social norms influence a wide range of social, health, and demographic 

outcomes and behaviors. Gender norms, the informal and generally unwritten rules about what is considered 

to be appropriate masculine or feminine behaviors and the relative roles of men and women in society, are 

especially important in shaping decisions and behavior within heterosexual relationships. Most commonly, 

these norms establish unequal power in relationships in ways that favor men over women. This means that 

women’s behavior is often strongly influenced by men’s attitudes and preferences. As a result, better 

understanding of men’s gendered attitudes is important because these attitudes influence not only the men’s 

behavior but their partners. However, comparatively little attention has been paid to understanding men’s 

gendered attitudes, how these have changed over time, or how these compare to those of women.  

This comparative study helps to address this gap by using DHS data from 26 countries to examine levels 

and trends of men’s attitudes, preferences, and behaviors across five areas: 

▪ Justification for intimate partner violence 

▪ Women’s involvement in household decisions 

▪ Women’s sexual autonomy 

▪ Women’s contraceptive use 

▪ Son preference 

We first examine the trends over time in each area for men by using data from three DHS surveys collected 

in each country since 2000. Based on how unequal the views of men were in the first survey and subsequent 

changes, we then selected six countries for further examination of how men and women’s attitudes 

compared for each area (the exception being women’s contraceptive use because comparable questions 

were not asked for both men and women.  

The results show that there has been a general decline in men’s inequitable gender attitudes, preferences, 

and behaviors in the countries included in the study. However, this decline has not been consistent across 

the five areas, and very significant proportions of men continue to report inequitable gender attitudes. 

Across the indicators, the greatest levels of change took place in those areas where the levels of unequal 

views, preferences, or behaviors were highest at the beginning of the period we examined. The largest 

changes were seen in women’s involvement in household decisions (specifically about major household 

purchases), the justification of intimate partner violence, and women’s sexual autonomy. In contrast, there 

was less change in attitudes toward women’s contraceptive use and son preference. These results suggest 

that there have been widespread improvements in men’s gender attitudes, although there is considerable 

room for further improvement. 

In the comparison of men’s and women’s trends, the results showed that in general, men’s gender attitudes, 

preferences, and behaviors are significantly less egalitarian than women’s. The exceptions were the 

justification of intimate partner violence and the women’s sexual autonomy measures, which relied on a 

subset of the questions on justification of violence where women’s attitudes were significantly more 

unequal than men’s. There was limited evidence that men’s and women’s gender attitudes were converging 

over time, although these usually changed in the same direction and at the same pace. These results suggest 
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that the improvements in gender norms may be the result of broader changes that influence men and women 

in the same way.  

The results have implications for policy, programming, and research. For policy and programming, the 

patterns suggest that rapid, large changes in gender attitudes and norms are possible across a wide range of 

countries and settings. However, very large proportions of both men and women continue to hold unequal 

views that hinder this process of positive change. Developing policy and programming that is targeted 

specifically toward men is also important, because men continue to have higher levels of unequal views 

than women in almost all scenarios. One important area is men’s perceptions of reproduction and 

contraceptive use as primarily a woman’s concern that is not their responsibility. Programmers and 

policymakers should also focus more attention on understanding and addressing the high levels of support 

expressed by women to justify intimate partner violence. In terms of research and measurement, this study 

highlights the paucity of adequate measures of gender attitudes and norms available in the DHS and similar 

surveys. Incorporating better measures would be an important step toward more comprehensive research 

on gender norms and their impact on health and other outcomes. Finally, the results highlight the need for 

more research that examines how and why men’s and women’s reports differ from each other, both at the 

level of couples and more broadly. 

Key words:  Gender attitudes, masculinity, femininity, violence, decision-making, contraception, trends.
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1 BACKGROUND OF THE REPORT 

1.1 Gender attitudes and their effects on 
the lives of women and men 

A growing literature has shown the importance of social 

norms to a range of social, health, and demographic 

outcomes and behaviors. Social norms are broadly 

understood to be the informal, and mostly unwritten, rules 

that frame and define the acceptable and appropriate 

behavior within given groups or communities.1 Gender 

norms are extension of this process, which refer specifically 

to the sets of rules for appropriate masculine or feminine 

behavior2 and the relative roles of men, women, boys and 

girls in society. Very often, these gender norms are deeply 

inequitable, typically in ways that establish and reinforce 

men’s greater power and establish subservient roles for 

women, and may be held and reinforced by both men and 

women. The added power and influence this provides men 

means that men’s attitudes, beliefs, and behavior have effects 

that extend well beyond themselves and to others in their 

community, households, and families. 

Four core features of gender norms have been clearly 

identified in the literature: (1) the norms are learned in 

childhood as a part of the socialization process and reinforced 

through school, religion, media, and other social institutions; 

(2) inequitable gender norms are both a cause and symptom of inequitable power relations that are often 

disadvantageous to women; (3) gender norms are pervasive in and reinforced through institutions; and (4) 

gender norms are produced and strengthened through social interaction.3,4 Gender norms effectively define 

men and women’s roles in ways that influence almost every aspect of their lives, with a failure to conform 

to gendered expectations often accompanied by significant social sanctions.  These range from expectations 

within intimate relationships to appropriate roles both within and outside of the home. 

Research on gender norms has found that these norms have profound influences on a variety of behaviors 

and outcomes across a wide range of contexts, both for men and women. These include desired fertility, 

household division of labor, women’s decision-making power within the home, women’s labor force 

participation, intimate partner violence (IPV), and women’s satisfaction with work and family life.3,5-13 Yet 

it is not only women who are negatively impacted by inequitable gender norms. Although much research 

on the relationships between gender norms, behavior, and outcomes has focused on women, a growing 

literature has also documented that adherence to traditional gender norms may directly lead to poorer health 

outcomes for men. This includes higher rates of death by violence and accidents, greater use of alcohol, 

tobacco and drugs, poorer overall health, and lower use of health services.14 

Gender norms are the unwritten 

rules that define appropriate 

masculine and feminine behavior 

and the relative roles of men, 

women, boys and girls in society. 

These norms have been shown to 

have profound influences on a 

variety of behaviors and outcomes, 

both for men and women. 

 

There is some evidence of a global 

shift towards more equal gender 

attitudes and norms but less is 

known specifically about men’s 

attitudes. This study uses DHS 

data to examine how these have 

changed and how they compare to 

women with the goal of informing 

policy, programming and research. 
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The social pressure to conform to social norms can be very restricting.  For men, this typically means 

conforming to a set of expectations that include self-sufficiency, emotional and physical toughness, physical 

attractiveness, strict gender divisions in household and caring work, adherence to sexual norms of 

heterosexual behavior that include hypersexuality and readiness for sex, and being aggressive or controlling 

(together these expectations have been termed the ‘man box’).15 Because gender norms typically reinforce 

social power structures in ways that give men more influence than women, men’s efforts to conform to 

these expectations have effects on their own health and wellbeing and those around them. Exploring and 

understanding gender norms are key to a better understanding of the drivers of human behavior and the best 

approaches for addressing needs through policy and programming. 

1.2 Trends in gender attitudes over time 

Research on changes in gender norms at the global level over the past 25 years suggests that there have 

been very substantial and broad shifts in how masculinity and femininity are being defined across a wide 

range of social and cultural settings.  These shifts have generally led to greater equity between men and 

women and substantial behavioral changes.7,16 Historical patterns in Europe and North America suggest that 

these changes are often led by women with men catching up rapidly in some contexts and remaining far 

behind in others13 However, research also highlighted the significant variations in the pace and scale of 

changes and a tendency for progress to often stall. For example, research in the United States found that the 

shift toward more egalitarian gender norms in the 1960s after the “pill revolution” was followed by a period 

of stagnation in the 1990s. 

Changes in gender norms are inherently disruptive, because they challenge long-established behaviors, 

power structures, and shift expectations for behavior in sometimes unpredictable ways. In some places, this 

resulted in significant backlash that has reversed social progress. Global events such as the COVID-19 

pandemic also threaten progress. The speed and degree of the shift in gender norm attitudes is also affected 

by a range of different factors, which include the amount of social stratification in a society.  Generally, 

these shifts are faster and more universal in more homogenous societies where there are less ethnic, cultural, 

and religious differences, the more rapid and universal the shift.  Although conventional wisdom often 

assumes a global trend towards greater gender equity over time, the process of change is less linear or 

universal than often believed. Men and women may experience these changes in different ways, levels, and 

pace of change, both in terms of their specific individual attitudes and beliefs and how these may have 

changed over time.  

While considerable advances have been made in understanding gender norms among men and women, 

much research in this area has been limited by its capacity to comprehensively assess change over time, 

and a reliance on a limited number of time points, non-representative data and a wide range of types of 

measures. This study takes advantage of the depth of DHS data on both men and women to examine broad 

trends in attitudes in areas closely related to more broad gender norms: gender violence, attitudes toward 

self-efficacy in sexual health, and household and contraceptive decision-making. This comparative report 

examines the extent to which gender attitudes have changed over time across countries,  how closely the 

changes in men’s attitudes followed those experienced by women and what this may imply for policy and 

programming. 
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2 DATA AND METHODS 

2.1 Data 

This study used DHS data from 26 countries in Sub-

Saharan Africa, West Asia, South and Southeast Asia, 

Latin America and the Caribbean to explore these 

questions. Countries were included when data were 

available for both men and women for at least three 

surveys since 2000 and when the data included 

information on at least one of the indicators of 

interest. All women and men interviewed by the DHS 

were eligible for inclusion in the study. The three most 

recent surveys were used if more than three surveys 

were available since 2000.  The exception was 

Senegal, which has an ongoing survey and 

consecutive five-year spans were used for 

comparability. To be included in the analysis for a 

specific indicator, a country needed data for all three 

survey waves for that indicator. Table 1 details the 

countries and survey waves included for each 

indicator in the analysis. 

  

The study uses DHS data from 26 

countries that have had at least three 

surveys since 2000. We examine: 

• Trends over time in men’s attitudes, 

preferences and behavior 

• How changes for men compare to 

women in six selected countries 

 

The analyses focus on gendered attitudes 

in five areas: 

• Justification for IPV 

• Women’s involvement in household 

decisions 

• Women’s sexual autonomy 

• Women’s contraceptive use 

• Son preference 
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Table 1 Survey waves included in the analysis 

Country 
Survey 
year 

Household 
decision-
making 

Justification 
for IPV 

Sexual 
autonomy 

Contraceptive 
attitudes 

Son 
preference 

Armenia 

2005 

✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 2010 

2015–16 

Bangladesh 

2004 
    ✓ 2007 

2011 

Benin 

2006 

✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 2011–12 

2017–18 

Cambodia 

2010 

✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 2014 

2021–22 

Dominican  
Republic 

2002 

✓ ✓ ✓   2007 

2013 

Ethiopia 

2005 

✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 2011 

2016 

Ghana 

2003 

✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 2008 

2014 

Guinea 

2005 
    ✓ 2012 

2018 

Haiti 

2005–06 
    ✓ 2012 

2016–17 

India 

2005–06 

✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 2015–16 

2019–21 

Indonesia 

2007 

✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 2012 

2017 

Kenya 

2008–09 

✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 2014 

2022 

Lesotho 

2004 

✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 2009 

2014 

Madagascar 

2004 

✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 2009 

2021 

Malawi 

2004 

✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 2010 

2015 

Mali 

2006 
   ✓ ✓ 2012 

2018 

Namibia 

2000 
 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 2007 

2013 

Continued… 
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Table 1—Continued 

Country 
Survey 
year 

Household 
decision-
making 

Justification 
for IPV 

Sexual 
autonomy 

Contraceptive 
attitudes 

Son 
preference 

Nepal 

2011 

✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 2016 

2021–22 

Nigeria 

2008 

✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 2013 

2018 

Rwanda 

2010 

✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 2015 

2020 

Senegal 

2010 

✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 2014 

2019 

Sierra Leone 

2008 

✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 2013 

2019 

Tanzania 

2004 

✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 2010 

2015 

Uganda 

2006 

✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 2011 

2016 

Zambia 

2007 

✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 2013 

2018 

Zimbabwe 

2005 
 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 2010 

2015 

 

 

2.2 Indicators 

This analysis examines the trend in gender attitudes among men across a range of countries, and how these 

trends compare to those experienced by women. As a result, the analysis is limited to items included in both 

the Men’s and Women’s Questionnaires.* The measurement of gender norms, as opposed to individually 

held attitudes, is a rapidly evolving and relatively complex process. The indicators in this study are based 

on individual attitudes, preferences, or behaviors that are directly related to more broad gender norms. As 

such, these indicators can be viewed as suggestive of broader gender norms at specific points in time for 

each country. 

The indicators focus on the acceptance of violence against women within intimate partner relationships, 

reported household decision-making, attitudes toward women’s sexual autonomy, attitudes toward 

contraceptive use, and expressed preference for a greater number of sons than daughters. These are 

described in greater detail below. All indicators are coded in the same direction, where a higher score 

indicates more male-dominant norms/attitudes, and lower scores indicate greater equality. As gender 

equality increases and women’s status more closely reflects that of men, we would expect the reported 

levels for each indicator to decline over time. When comparing men’s trends to women’s trends, we expect 

 
* Men’s and women’s data are not paired couple’s data. Responses represent the perspective of men when men are 

answering and women when women are answering. We do not compare men’s and women’s responses within couples. 
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that men have higher levels of inequitable gender attitudes, preferences, or behaviors. Furthermore, existing 

research suggests that changes in gender norms are more typically led by women, which lead us to expect 

changes first in the women’s levels for each indicator, and men’s attitudes eventually converging with those 

of women. Overall, we anticipated that there will be a general convergence between men and women’s 

gender attitudes, which reflect broader changes at the societal level that may be uneven and non-linear. The 

code to construct the different indicators in this study can be found on the DHS Program GitHub site in the 

Analysis Repository†. 

2.2.1 Justification for intimate partner violence 

Attitudes toward IPV may reflect broader beliefs about women’s empowerment, self-esteem, and status.17 

To measure attitudes toward IPV, we created a binary indicator based on questions asked in the Men’s and 

Women’s DHS Questionnaire. Respondents are asked “In your opinion, is a husband justified in hitting or 

beating his wife in the following situations”: 

▪ If she goes out without telling him? 

▪ If she neglects the children? 

▪ If she argues with him? 

▪ If she refuses sex with him? 

▪ If she burns the food? 

From these binary (yes/no) items, we constructed a single binary indicator where a value of 1 indicates that 

men or women think it is justifiable for a husband to beat his wife under any one of the five circumstances 

and a value of 0 indicates that they do not agree with any. 

2.2.2 Women’s involvement in household decisions 

The ability to meaningfully participate in decision-making is a core component of individual empowerment 

and is commonly used as a proxy measure for women’s empowerment and more broadly within the private 

sphere18,19. To explore this, we examine the degree to which men and women report that decisions about 

major purchases in their household are made by the male partner. Both men and women are asked “Who 

usually makes decisions about making major household purchases?” Possible responses include 

“respondent,” “wife/partner” (or “husband/partner” in the case of the Women’s Questionnaire), “respondent 

and wife/partner jointly,” “someone else,” and “other.” We constructed a binary variable that indicated if 

men or women reported that the husband usually made decisions about making major household purchases 

with no involvement of his spouse or partner. With the Men’s Questionnaire, a 1 corresponds to men saying 

they themselves (“respondent”) usually make decisions about major household purchases. With the 

Women’s Questionnaire, a 1 corresponds to women saying that their husband/partner usually makes 

decisions alone about major household purchases. While this measure captures actual behavior rather than 

a perception of the ideal or a specific attitude, we treat this as a proxy indicator of underlying attitudes and 

beliefs about the relative role of men and women in relationships and households. 

 
† GITHUB LINK 
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2.2.3 Women’s sexual autonomy 

The control over women’s sexuality is a core component of unequal gender systems throughout the world. 

This is particularly the case within marriage, where cultural and social norms often assume that men have 

the right to demand sex from their partner. As a result, women’s sexual autonomy is a core aspect of overall 

empowerment as well as broader attitudes about women’s bodily and sexual autonomy and women’s status 

in intimate relationships. To examine this directly, we examine one item used in the construction of the 

indicator for the justification of IPV, specifically if the respondent agrees that a husband is justified in 

beating his wife if she refuses sex. The indicator is a binary variable indicating if the respondent agreed 

(coded as 1) or disagreed (coded as 0) that husbands beating their wives would be justified in this scenario. 

2.2.4 Women’s contraceptive use 

The Men’s DHS Questionnaire includes items on men’s attitudes towards women’s contraception, which 

may reflect gender norms about the view of the reproductive sphere of life, particularly if this is a shared 

responsibility between men and women or solely a woman’s concern. Unfortunately, these items are not 

available in the Women’s Questionnaire, which makes a comparison between men and women’s attitudes 

impossible using these data. Nevertheless, we were interested in examining men’s attitudes toward women’s 

contraceptive use, because contraception and childbearing are often viewed as typically a woman’s concern 

in gender-unequal social settings20,21. Prior research within the DHS has found that men’s attitudes about 

women’s contraceptive use have become less restrictive over time, as has their use of contraceptive 

methods.22Men who see value in participating in traditionally feminine domains, such as contraceptive 

decision-making, may be an indicator of increased gender equality or a redefinition of what is appropriate 

masculine behavior. Men were asked if they agree or disagree with the following statement: “Contraception 

is a woman’s concern and a man should not have to worry about it.” Based on this question, we created a 

binary variable where a value of 1 represents agreement with this statement and a value of 0 disagreement.  

2.2.5 Son preference 

A preference for male children is a particularly pervasive form of gender inequality in many societies.  This 

reflects broader social norms about the value and importance of maleness over femaleness. In both the 

Men’s and Women’s Questionnaires, respondents were asked if they would like a/another child, and if so, 

how many of those children would they like to be boys or girls. Based on the responses to this question, we 

constructed a continuous measure of preference for male children by subtracting the ideal number of girls 

from the ideal number of boys. For no preferences for children of either gender, this would have a value of 

zero, with a value that is greater than zero indicating a preference for male offspring and a value below zero 

a preference for female offspring. 

2.3 Analytical Strategy 

To better understand how men’s attitudes have changed over time and the extent to which this may reflect 

changes in broader gender norms, we employ a two-stage strategy. In the first, we focus only on men’s 

attitudes, preferences, or behaviors over the period covered by three consecutive DHS surveys. We then 

compared men and women’s attitudes with the same indicators. These two approaches are described in 

greater detail below. 
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2.3.1 Men’s trends 

To better assess how men’s gender attitudes have changed over time, we compare the levels of each 

indicator across the time span covered by three consecutive DHS surveys, which is usually approximately 

15 years. Although we use each of the three surveys available in each country to assess change over time, 

we rely primarily on the differences between the first and most recent surveys, because this limited the 

influence of any single survey. The magnitude and direction of change is assessed simply by subtracting 

the value for the indicator of interest in one survey from one generated by another survey. We use tests of 

differences in proportions to assess the statistical significance of these changes, both between consecutive 

surveys (Survey 1 and Survey 2; Survey 2 and Survey 3) and between the first and most recent survey. The 

results of this process are presented graphically. 

Based on the existing literature on changes in men’s gender attitudes, we anticipated that we would observe 

declines in levels of men reporting inequitable gender attitudes, preferences, or behaviors. However, we 

had no prior expectations for how large these changes would be, how this might vary between countries, or 

how systematic the process of change would be over time. 

2.3.1 Men’s trends versus women’s trends 

The second stage of the analyses focused on understanding how the changes in men’s gender attitudes 

compared to those of women in the same country. As described above, this comparison is helpful in better 

understanding if the levels of individual indicators that were observed for men are similar to those of 

women.  This might indicate broader social norms that influence both men and women equally, or that are 

very different, and if broader changes in gendered attitudes at the national level are being driven by changes 

among men or women. With the exception of the measure of attitudes toward women’s responsibility for 

contraception, which was asked only of men, each indicator examined in the first stage was also included 

in this stage. 

Six countries were selected for this stage of the analysis, which was based on the overall levels in men’s 

attitudes observed in the first available survey in each country. We began by conducting a general 

assessment for each country across each of the five indicators. Based on this assessment, countries were 

placed into three categories: high, medium, and low levels of men’s inequitable gender attitudes, 

preferences, and behaviors. Two countries were selected from each of these levels for inclusion in the 

analysis. This allowed for the assessment of whether the pattern of change in attitudes was shaped by the 

initial levels. The countries classified as having ‘high’ initial levels of gender inequality across the selected 

indicators were Ethiopia and Uganda. Ghana and Zambia were classified as ‘medium,’ while Indonesia and 

Rwanda were classified as ‘low.’ 

Our expectations for the patterns we might observe when comparing men and women’s gendered attitudes, 

preferences, and behaviors varied somewhat across the indicators. Generally, we expected to see declines 

in inequitable attitudes, preferences, and behavior for both women and men over the period covered by the 

three surveys. Furthermore, we speculated that women’s reported levels of inequitable gender views would 

likely be lower than men’s, because prior research suggests that gender norm changes are often observed 

first among women. The only exception to this included the attitudes towards IPV, where prior research had 

observed that women’s agreement with the justification for wife-beating in many settings is high and 

potentially exceeds that of men,10,17,23-25 although we expected this to vary by country. 
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We also anticipated that there would be evidence of a convergence between men and women’s levels for 

most, if not all, of the indicators because prior research suggests that changes in gender norms do not take 

place simultaneously for men and women (with changes first taking place among women, followed by 

men). Finally, we anticipated that the largest changes would take place in either the high or medium 

categories, with smaller changes in the countries where the proportions of men and women reporting 

inequitable attitudes, perceptions, or behaviors were relatively low at the beginning. This is in large part 

because there is more opportunity for improvement in places with higher initial levels. We had no initial 

expectations about if there would be any observable differences between the countries in the high and 

medium inequality categories. 
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3 RESULTS 

3.1 Trends in men’s gender attitudes 

This section first examines the broad trends in each of the five 

measures of men’s gender attitudes examined in this report, 

which allowed for a general assessment of the pattern in 

changes over time. We then compared the trends in men and 

women’s attitudes for these same indicators, with the exception 

of attitudes towards women’s contraceptive use, for countries 

with high (Ethiopia and Uganda), medium (Ghana and Zambia) 

and low (Indonesia and Rwanda) initial levels of gender 

attitudes. This comparison allowed for some assessment of how 

men’s gender attitudes differ from those of women, if there has 

been any convergence in gender views over time, and how 

patterns of change differ depending on the initial level of 

approval of inequitable gender attitudes or preferences. 

3.1.1 Justification for intimate partner violence 

Figure 1 shows the trends for the proportion of men who agreed 

with any of the following justifications for a man beating his 

wife in 22 countries (also shown in Appendix Table 1): 

▪ If she goes out without telling him 

▪ If she neglects the children 

▪ If she argues with him 

▪ If she refuses to have sex with him 

▪ If she burns the food 

The solid lines in the figure indicate that a statistically significant change took place between consecutive 

surveys, while a dotted line indicates any change that was not statistically significant (defined as a p-value 

of 0.10 or lower). A solid circle in the most recent survey indicates that the change between the first and 

most recent surveys was statistically significant. We focus primarily on the overall change observed 

between the first and last surveys, because in some cases, very large changes were observed between 

consecutive surveys that may not represent the overall picture of change. 

The highest initial levels of agreement with the reasons for wife-beating were in Uganda, where 59% of 

men agreed with at least one justification, Sierra Leone (58%), and Lesotho and Ethiopia (both at 51%). 

The lowest levels of agreement at the first survey were found in Madagascar (8%) and the Dominican 

Republic (7%), although less than 20% of men agreed in Benin (14%), Malawi (16%), and Indonesia (17%). 

The majority of the countries, 13 out of the 22, had levels of agreement between 20% and 50%. 

There is a clear pattern of a decline over time in the proportion of men who agree with any of the listed 

reasons for wife beating over time, although there is considerable variation between countries. Eighteen 

The results suggest that: 

• There has been a general 

decline in the proportion of men 

holding inequitable gender 

attitudes and preferences 

• The greatest improvements 

have been in women’s 

involvement in household 

decisions around large 

purchases 

The smallest improvements have 

been in men’s attitudes towards 

women’s contraceptive use and 

son preference 
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countries (Armenia, the Dominican Republic, Ethiopia, Ghana, India, Kenya, Lesotho, Madagascar, 

Malawi, Namibia, Nepal, Nigeria, Rwanda, Senegal, Sierra Leone, Uganda, Zambia, Zimbabwe) showed a 

statistically significant decline between the first and last surveys. Of the remainder, three (Benin, Indonesia 

and Tanzania) showed no significant changes between any of the surveys, while in Cambodia, there was 

only a statistically significant change between the second and third surveys. 

Figure 1 Levels and trends of men’s justification for intimate partner violence 

 
 

The largest declines between the first and last surveys were in Sierra Leone (a 28 percentage point change, 

from 57% in the first survey to 29% in the last), Zambia and Ethiopia (both 24 percentage points), and 

Namibia (23 percentage points). Madagascar, Benin, and Indonesia saw slight increases, although this was 

only statistically significant in Madagascar, where a very large increase between the first two surveys was 

observed, followed by a modest decline between the second and third surveys. Generally, the countries with 

the smallest change were those with relatively low initial levels of agreement, although both Tanzania 

(initial and last level of agreement of 42% and 40%, respectively) and Zimbabwe (36% and 32%, 

respectively) are exceptions. As expected, given the potential for large change, almost all countries with the 

largest declines in agreement were those with high initial levels, with Ghana being the only exception 

(initial and last levels of agreement of 32% and 12%, respectively). 

While there have been significant declines in men’s acceptance of wife-beating, on average almost one 

quarter (24%) of men in these countries agreed with at least one of the reasons for wife-beating. Levels of 

agreement in the most recent survey ranged between 4% in the Dominican Republic to 40% in Uganda. In 

four countries, between one-quarter and one-third of men agreed with at least one of the stated reasons for 

wife-beating: Zambia (24%), Sierra Leone (29%), Zimbabwe (32%), and Tanzania and Uganda (both 40%). 

This suggests that despite the improvements in men’s attitudes towards wife-beating, high proportions of 

men in many countries continue to feel that this is justified in certain scenarios. 
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3.1.2 Women’s involvement in household decisions 

Figure 2 shows the changes in the proportion of men who reported that decisions in their household about 

major household purchases were made by themselves alone (as opposed to either jointly or by his 

wife/partner) for 20 countries. The countries where the greatest proportions of men reported making these 

decisions alone at the first of the three survey points were Nigeria (82%), Uganda (75%), and Tanzania 

(72%). The lowest levels of men’s sole decision-making at the initial time point were in Cambodia (4%), 

with eight countries between 15% and 40%: Rwanda and Indonesia (both 16%), Madagascar (17%), Nepal 

(21%), India (25%), Senegal (30%), Dominican Republic (34%), and Armenia (37%). Eight countries had 

levels of men’s sole decision-making between 40% and 70%: Kenya and Lesotho (both 43%), Ethiopia 

(45%), Ghana (47%), Malawi (54%), Zambia (55%), Sierra Leone (56%), and Benin (60%). 

As with the justification for wife beating, there is a clear pattern of a decline in the proportion of men who 

reported making major household purchases with no engagement or involvement from their partner. Of the 

20 countries with available data, 18 (Armenia, Benin, the Dominican Republic, Ethiopia, Ghana, India, 

Indonesia, Kenya, Lesotho, Madagascar, Malawi, Nigeria, Rwanda, Senegal, Sierra Leone, Tanzania, 

Uganda, and Zambia) showed a statistically significant decline between the first and last surveys. In Nepal, 

there were no statistically significant changes between any of the three surveys examined, while Cambodia 

had a statistically significant change between two of the three surveys. but not in the comparison of the first 

and last surveys. 

Figure 2 Levels and trends of men’s reports of women’s involvement in decisions about major 
household purchases 

 
 

The greatest declines in the proportion of men reporting making the decision about major household 

purchases alone were in Tanzania (a decline of 51 percentage points), Nigeria (50 percentage points), and 

Uganda (48 percentage points). Eleven countries saw declines of between 10 and 41 percentage points: 

India (10 pp.), Benin, Kenya, Ghana (each 26 pp.), Malawi (28 pp.), Sierra Leone (31 pp.), Armenia (34 

pp.), Ethiopia (34 pp.), Lesotho (36 pp.), and Zambia (41 pp.). In all cases, these changes were statistically 
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significant. Five countries experienced relatively minor change: Rwanda, Cambodia, and Nepal (each 2 

pp.), Senegal (7 pp.), Madagascar (9 pp.), and the Dominican Republic (12 pp.). With the exceptions of 

Cambodia and Nepal, these changes were all statistically significant. Only one country, Indonesia (3 pp.), 

saw a statistically significant increase between the first and last surveys. As with justifications for wife-

beating, the largest declines were typically in countries with higher initial levels of men’s sole decision-

making (Tanzania, Uganda, and Nigeria) and lower or flat in the countries where men’s sole decision-

making was already relatively low (Cambodia, Madagascar, and Rwanda). 

As with men’s agreement with justification for wife-beating, the average level of men’s sole decision-

making for major household purchases at the most recent survey remains relatively high, with an average 

of 18%. Men’s decision-making at this timepoint ranged between 3% (Cambodia) and 34% (Benin). In five 

countries between one-quarter and one-third of men reporting making these decisions alone: Sierra Leone 

(25%), Malawi (26%), Uganda (27%), Nigeria (32%), and Benin (34%). This suggests that there is 

considerable opportunity for further improvement in men’s involvement of their partners in decisions about 

major household purchases in many countries. 

3.1.3 Women’s sexual autonomy 

Men’s attitudes towards women’s autonomy is measured with a sub-item of the overall questions on men’s 

acceptance of justifications for wife-beating that specifically asks if this is justified if their partner refuses 

to have sex. While related to the other potential justifications for wife-beating, this focuses specifically on 

their partner’s right and ability to exercise her sexual autonomy. Figure 3 shows the changes in the 

proportion of men who report agreeing with this as a justification for beating their wife in the 21 countries 

where data were available on this question. While overall agreement is lower than for the combined measure 

for men’s agreement with justifications for wife-beating or men’s sole decision-making about major 

household purchases at all the time points measured, approximately one in five men agreed in the initial 

survey in four countries: Uganda (19%), Lesotho (20%), Sierra Leone (23%), and Ethiopia (23%).  Eight 

countries had levels of agreement of 10% or higher: Ghana and Rwanda (both 10%), Nigeria (11%), Senegal 

(12%), Namibia (13%), Kenya (14%), Tanzania (15%), and Zambia (17%). 
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Figure 3 Levels and trends of men’s agreement with partner refusal of sex as justification for intimate 
partner violence 

 
 

As with the other measures of agreement with potential reasons for wife-beating and sole decision-making 

about major household purchases, there is a general decline in the proportion of men reporting agreement 

with refusal of sex as a justification for wife-beating, although this pattern is less consistent than either of 

the other two measures. Nineteen of the 21 countries saw statistically significant changes between the initial 

and last surveys. However, the magnitude of these declines was generally smaller than for the previous two 

measures. Some countries saw small increases in reported levels of agreement. The countries that had  

statistically significant declines included Armenia (4 percentage points), the Dominican Republic (2 pp.), 

Ethiopia (11 pp.), Ghana (5 pp.), Indonesia (1 pp.), Kenya (15 pp.), Malawi (2 pp.), Namibia (11 pp.), 

Rwanda (5 pp.), Senegal (4.2 pp.), Sierra Leone (14 pp.), Uganda (7 pp), Zambia (8 pp.), and Zimbabwe (2 

pp.). The four countries that experienced an increase in levels of agreement between the first and last 

surveys were Benin (3 pp.), India (2 pp.), Madagascar (4 pp.), and Nepal (1 pp.). Only Nigeria and Tanzania 

experienced no statistically significant change between the first and last surveys, while the changes in 

Cambodia were only significant when comparing the first and second surveys. Of those experiencing 

statistically significant declines, the largest was in Sierra Leone (14 pp.). Six countries saw declines of over 

five percentage points: Kenya and Uganda (both 7 pp.), Zambia (8 pp.), Lesotho and Namibia (both 10 pp.), 

and Ethiopia (11 pp.). 

As with the other measures, the greatest declines generally took place in those countries with higher initial 

levels of agreement, with the increases or smaller declines found in countries where initial levels of 

agreement were lower. Exceptions were Tanzania (initial level of agreement of 15% and a statistically 

insignificant 1 pp. decline) and Namibia (initial level of 13 and a decline of 10 pp.). The average level of 

agreement in the most recent survey was 7%, with ranges between 1% in the Dominican Republic to 14% 

in Tanzania. While much lower than the overall agreement with justifications for wife-beating or men’s sole 

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

Survey 1 Survey 2 Survey 3

Armenia

Benin

Cambodia

Dominican Republic

Ethiopia

Ghana

India

Indonesia

Kenya

Lesotho

Madagascar

Malawi

Namibia

Nigeria

Rwanda

Senegal

Sierra Leone

Tanzania

Uganda

Zambia

Zimbabwe



 

16 

decision-making about major household purchases, these levels suggest that in many areas, particularly in 

East Africa, substantial proportions of men agreed. In Uganda (12%), Ethiopia (13%), and Tanzania (14%), 

more than one in ten men agreed, with Kenya (7%) being a partial exception in the region. 

3.1.4 Contraceptive Use 

Figure 4 shows the changes in the proportion of men who agreed with the statement “Contraception is a 

woman’s concern and a man should not have to worry about it” for the 21 countries with data on this 

measure. The highest level of agreement with this statement in the initial survey was in Lesotho, where 

47% of men agreed, and the lowest in Benin, where only 7% percent of men agreed. Eight countries had 

initial levels of agreement between 10% and 20%: Nepal (12%), Rwanda (13%), Senegal (14%), Ethiopia 

(15%), Madagascar (16%), Kenya and Nigeria (both 17%), and Zimbabwe (19%). Between roughly one-

fifth and one-third of men in the remaining 11 countries agreed with the statement: Mali (21%), India (22%), 

Uganda, Armenia and Sierra Leone (each 23%), Zambia and Namibia (both 24%), Malawi (26%), Tanzania 

(28%), Indonesia (31%), and Ghana (35%). 

Figure 4 Levels and trends of men’s attitudes towards contraceptive use as “women’s concern” 

 
 

In contrast to the other indicators, there is much less evidence of a consistent pattern of change in the men’s 

levels of agreement with whether contraception is not a concern for them. Only eight of the 21 countries 

saw statistically significant declines in levels of agreement between the first and last surveys: Armenia (10 

percentage points), Ethiopia (7 pp.), Ghana (11 pp.), Kenya (11 pp.), Namibia (5 pp.), Rwanda (4 pp.), 

Senegal (3 pp.), and Zimbabwe (4 pp.). In contrast, ten countries experienced statistically significant 

increases in levels of agreement: Benin (9 pp.), India (13 pp.), Indonesia (3 pp.), Madagascar (21 pp.), 

Nepal (10 pp.), Nigeria (18 pp.), Sierra Leone (6.7 pp.), Tanzania (10 pp.), and Uganda (0.2 pp.). Only one 

country, Lesotho, had no statistically significant change between any of the surveys. while Mali only had a 

statistically significant change between the first two surveys, and Zambia experienced statistically 
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significant changes between the first two surveys (a decline) and the second two surveys (an increase), 

although the change between the first and third survey was not statistically significant. 

Among those countries that experienced declines in men’s agreement with placing the responsibility of 

contraception on women, the largest changes were in Armenia and Ghana (10 pp. and 11pp., respectively). 

Smaller changes were observed in Lesotho (1 pp., and not statistically significant), Senegal (3 pp.), Rwanda 

(4 pp.), Namibia (5 pp.), and Ethiopia (7 pp.), while levels were essentially flat in Mali, Uganda, and 

Zambia. Of those countries with an increase, the largest were in Madagascar (21 pp.), Nigeria (18 pp.), and 

India (13 pp.). Smaller, but often sizeable, increases were observed in Indonesia and Kenya (both 3 pp.), 

Zimbabwe (4 pp.), Malawi (5 pp.), Sierra Leone (7 pp.), Benin (9 pp.), and Tanzania and Nepal (both 10 

pp.). In stark contrast to the other indicators examined, all of which showed an overall decline in men’s 

inequitable gender attitudes between the first and most recent survey, the average level of men’s agreement 

with this indicator increased from 22% to 25%. Furthermore, the data suggest considerable volatility in 

responses across the different surveys.  For example, the level of agreement in Indonesia was 31% in the 

first survey (2007), which rose to 41% in the second (2012), and then fell to 34% in the third (2017). This 

suggests that changes in this indicator should be interpreted with caution and that the overall pattern of 

change is different from the other indicators of men’s gender attitudes we explored. 

3.1.5 Son preference 

The changes in the level of expressed preference that men have for male versus female children for 25 

countries with available data are shown below in Figure 5. In contrast to the other indicators, this indicator 

uses data on the preferences that men report for the number of sons and daughters they would ideally have, 

using the difference between these as a measure of son preference. There is considerable variation across 

the countries, which ranges from a very slight preference for female children in Cambodia (average 

preference for 0.02 more daughters than sons) to a preference for almost two more sons than daughters in 

Senegal (1.89 more sons). Men expressed a desire for greater numbers of sons than daughters (on average) 

in 24 of the 25 countries examined here, although in many cases, this preference was very small. In 15 

countries, men on average preferred less than 0.5 more sons than daughters: Indonesia (0.1 more sons), 

Bangladesh, Haiti, Malawi and India (all a difference of 0.2), Rwanda, Madagascar, Zambia, Kenya, 

Uganda and Nepal (all a difference of 0.3), and Lesotho, Namibia, Zimbabwe, and Sierra Leone (all a 

difference of 0.4). Another five countries had a preference for between 0.5 and one more sons than daughters 

in the initial survey: Tanzania, Armenia, and Ghana (all a difference of 0.5), and Ethiopia and Benin (both 

a difference of 0.7). Men reported preferring on average more than one son than daughters in four of the 

countries: Nigeria (1.3), Mali (1.5), and Guinea and Senegal (both 1.9). 
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Figure 5 Levels and trends of men’s son preference 

 
 

As with the indicator of men’s perceptions about women’s responsibility for contraception, but in contrast 

to the other indicators, the evidence for change across time in men’s son preference is inconsistent, with 

changes over time typically being very small. Of the 25 countries, 13 had statistically significant declines 

in the difference between preferred sons and daughters, with ranges from a decline of 0.1 children in 

Bangladesh to 0.6 children in Senegal. The preference for sons did not change between surveys (or did so 

in extremely minor ways) in nine countries: Cambodia, Haiti, Indonesia, Madagascar, Malawi, Namibia, 

Rwanda, Uganda, and Zimbabwe (with the only statistically significant change in Rwanda and Uganda). A 

further 11 countries showed change of 0.1 children: Armenia, Bangladesh, Ghana, India, Kenya, Lesotho, 

Nepal, Nigeria, Sierra Leone, Tanzania and Zambia (only statistically significant in Bangladesh, India, 

Kenya, Nepal, Nigeria, Tanzania, and Zambia). Three countries showed a change of 0.2 children: Benin 

and Mali (both of which showed a small increase in the average number of sons preferred compared to 

daughters that was only statistically significant in Benin), and Ethiopia (a small but statistically significant 

decline). Larger changes were only observed in two countries, both of which experienced a decline in the 

preference for sons over daughters: Guinea (a decline of 0.5 sons) and Senegal (0.6 sons), both of which 

were statistically significant. While the greatest change took place in countries where preferences for sons 

were highest in the initial survey (Guinea and Senegal, where men reported on average a preference for 1.9 

more sons than daughters), this pattern was not uniform—men in Nigeria (in initial preference for an 

average of 1.3 more sons) reported virtually the same preferences in both the initial and most recent surveys, 

while son preference increased among men in Mali (from an initial preference for 1.5 more sons to 1.7). 

Overall, these results suggest a small decline in the preference for sons among these countries, from an 

average of 0.54 more sons than daughters in the first survey to an average of 0.49 more sons in the more 

recent survey. This may suggest that these preferences change more slowly than some of the attitudes we 

explored. However, care should be taken in interpreting these findings due to the relatively small changes 
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in the majority of countries. Nonetheless, the persistence of a preference for sons over daughters suggests 

that there may be opportunities to encourage greater equality among men in this area. The large changes in 

preferences for the gender of children seen in Guinea and Senegal suggest that large changes are possible, 

although perhaps not at the scale of the shifts seen in other attitudes. 

3.2 Comparison between women and men’s gender attitudes 

The trends in the examined indicators suggest that 

considerable progress has been made in terms of men’s 

gendered attitudes. In this section, we focus on better 

understanding how men and women’s gender attitudes 

compare to each other, if they have changed in the same way, 

and if there is evidence of a convergence in the attitudes of 

both groups. As described, we examined men and women’s 

responses to the same questions across multiple surveys, 

which allows for the exploration of differences at single points 

in time and in the ways that these attitudes change over time. 

To better understand how this may be influenced by the level 

of gender inequality, we explore these questions in six 

countries selected on the basis of based on how equal or 

unequal men’s gender attitudes and preferences were at the 

first survey available to us. We selected two countries where 

initial inequitable gender attitudes were among highest overall 

(Ethiopia and Uganda), two in the middle range (Ghana and 

Zambia), and two where men’s reports of inequitable gender 

norms were generally relatively low (Indonesia and Rwanda). 

We selected only those indicators where data are available for 

both men and women at each of the three time points 

examined: 

▪ Justification for intimate partner violence 

▪ Women’s involvement in decisions about major household purchases 

▪ Women’s sexual autonomy 

▪ Preference for sons over daughters 

3.2.1 Justification for intimate partner violence 

Figure 6 presents the levels of acceptance by men and women of any justification of wife-beating in the six 

selected countries. The top panel includes the results from the two selected countries with high initial levels 

of inequitable gender attitudes among men (Ethiopia and Uganda), the middle panel with the two selected 

countries with more average initial levels of inequitable views (Ghana and Zambia), and the bottom panel 

with the two selected countries with lower initial levels (Indonesia and Rwanda). Women’s attitudes are 

represented by the yellow line, while men’s are represented by the blue line. The solid lines indicate that 

the change observed between surveys was statistically significant, while a dashed line indicates the change 

Some clear patterns are evident 

when comparing men and 

women’s gendered attitudes, 

preferences and behaviors in the 

six selected countries: 

• Generally women have lower 

levels of inequitable views 

• Women consistently have more 

unequal views in terms of 

agreeing with justifications for 

IPV 

• Both women and men have 

improved over time, mostly at 
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was not statistically significant. When the level of change between the first and most recent survey was 

statistically significant, this is represented by a red ‘dot’ at the point of the most recent survey. 

Figure 6 Levels and trends of men and women’s justification for intimate partner violence by initial level 
of inequitable attitudes 
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A number of patterns are clear when comparing these groups of countries. 

▪ First, in all six countries, the level of women’s acceptance of any of the listed justifications for 

wife-beatings are higher than that of men, regardless of the initial level of inequitable gender 

attitudes reported by men. For example, 81% of women agree with at least one justification for 

wife-beating in the first survey for Ethiopia, compared to 52% of men. In Ghana, the equivalent 

proportions are 49% and 32%, respectively and in Indonesia, women are twice as likely to agree 

(34% and 17%, respectively). This difference is statistically significant in all countries and time 

points. 

▪ Second, men and women’s attitudes towards the justification of wife-beating follow very similar 

patterns, both in terms of level and trends. Generally, the countries with the highest or lowest levels 

of acceptance of violence are the same for both women and men and where this changes over time, 

it does so for both groups, regardless of initial level. 

▪ Third, there is very limited evidence in these countries of a convergence between the attitudes of 

men and women in terms of acceptance of justifications for wife-beating. For example, the 

difference between the proportion of women and men’s agreeing with at least one justification for 

wife-beating in Ethiopia in the first survey is 30 percentage points—by the most recent survey this 

had increased to 35 percentage points. In Ghana, the equivalent figures were 17 and 16 percentage 

points and in Indonesia 15 percentage points at both the first and most recent survey. The only 

exception is in Uganda, where the difference between men and women narrowed from 11 

percentage points in the first survey to nine in the most recent survey. Thus, changes for men and 

women for this indicator track each other closely. 

▪ Finally, as the preceding analyses suggested, the greatest improvements in the reduction of gender 

inequitable attitudes toward violence are in the countries with the highest initial levels in the first 

survey. This is partly due to these countries having more opportunity for large changes to take 

place, although this also points to another significant pattern in the data, which is the broad 

convergence of attitudes toward the justification of wife-beating across this group of countries. 

This is principally due to declines in the proportions agreeing with justification for both men and 

women in the countries with higher initial levels, paired with relatively little change in the countries 

that started with lower levels of agreement. For example, the levels of agreement for Ethiopia for 

the initial survey are 52% and 81% for men and women, respectively, compared to 16% and 31% 

for men and women in Indonesia in the first survey. While the levels of acceptance in Indonesia 

changed relatively little with the most recent survey (17% for men and 32% for women), the 

proportion of men agreeing with any justification in Ethiopia fell by almost half to 28%, while 

women’s levels declined to 63%. Although the differences between the two countries remain large, 

by the most recent survey for each country (2016 for Ethiopia and 2017 for Indonesia), levels of 

acceptance were lower among Ethiopian men than Indonesian women. 

3.2.2 Women’s involvement in household decisions 

Figure 7 presents the proportion of men and women reporting that decisions about major household 

purchases are primarily or solely made by men. A number of differences with the previous figures that 

examined attitudes toward wife-beating are clear: 
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▪ First, with the exception of Indonesia, the proportion of men reporting making these decisions 

without including their partner is significantly higher in all countries than the proportion of women 

reporting that their husband makes these decisions without her engagement. While this question in 

theory refers to actual experiences with making household decisions (as opposed to attitudes), these 

differences suggest that responses may in part reflect what the respondents feel is the ideal outcome. 

▪ Second, unlike attitudes about the justification of wife-beating, there is some evidence of 

convergence in the reports of men and women over time, although only for the countries with higher 

initial levels of sole decision-making by men. For example, the difference between men and 

women’s reports of male sole decision-making in Ethiopia in the first survey was 37 percentage 

points, but declined to four percentage points in the most recent survey. In Zambia, this gap was 

reduced from 47 percentage points in the first survey to seven, with similar changes seen in both 

Uganda and Ghana. In Indonesia and Rwanda, where the proportions of men and women reporting 

sole decision-making by men were relatively very low, there were little difference between men 

and women’s reports at any point and very little overall change. 

▪ Third, in this case, the convergence is largely due to rapid declines in men’s reports of sole decision-

making over time. In contrast, women’s reports remained relatively stable and low across the three 

surveys, which suggests either greater consistency in the accuracy of men and women’s reports of 

household decision-making or a broad and consistent change across the majority of these countries 

in gendered patterns of household decision-making related to large purchases. 
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Figure 7 Levels and trends of men and women’s reports of women’s involvement in decisions about 
major household purchases 

High level 

  

Medium level 

  

Low level 

  
 

3.2.3 Women’s sexual autonomy 

Figure 8 presents the proportion of men and women reporting that they agree with women refusing sex with 

their partner as a justification for wife-beating. Some areas of similarity and difference with the changes 

seen in the other indicators are evident: 
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1. First, as with the more general measure that focused on the justification of wife-beating, levels of 

agreement with the refusal of sex as a justification for wife beating is higher for women than for 

men in each of the six countries examined and at each timepoint.  In all cases, the differences 

between men and women were statistically significant. Overall, the differences between men and 

women were greater in the countries with higher rates of agreement, although this pattern is not as 

clear than that for the other two measures of gender attitudes/preferences. 

2. Second, there is inconsistent evidence of some convergence in the levels of agreement for men and 

women, both across countries and between the groups of countries with different levels of initial 

agreement in the first survey. While there is some suggestion of a general decline in levels of 

agreement for both women and men in all countries, there has not been a corresponding change in 

the gap between women and men’s levels of agreement. This may suggest that, in contrast to the 

changes in sole male household decision-making, these declines reflect a broader shift in social 

norms rather than that primarily taking place within one group. 
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Figure 8 Levels and trends of men and women’s agreement with partner refusal of sex as justification for 
intimate partner violence 
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3.2.4 Son preference 

Figure 9 presents the mean difference between the ideal number of sons and the number of daughters 

reported by both women and men. The main patterns identified within the group of six countries are: 
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1 First, while both women and men show some preference for a greater number of sons than 

daughters, this is much more the case for men than for women. For example, in the first survey for 

Uganda, men reported a slightly higher number of preferred sons than daughters (an average of 

0.290), while women expressed a preference for a greater number of daughters (an average of 

0.085). The equivalent for Rwanda was 0.252 and 0.132 more sons than daughters, respectively, 

and 0.522 and 0.074, respectively, in Ghana. 

2 Second, compared to the other indicators of gender attitudes/preferences, there is very little 

observed change over time in the greater preference both women and men have for sons, although 

there is some suggestion of a convergence in preferences in Ethiopia and Zambia. 
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Figure 9 Levels and trends of men and women’s son preference 
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4 DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

4.1 Trends in men’s gender attitudes 

The results of the examination of men’s gender attitudes, 

preferences, and behaviors over the past two decades suggest 

there is a broad in unequal gender views among men. This 

appears to be a broad change that cuts across geographic and 

cultural boundaries. While there is tremendous variation 

across the countries examined in the levels of inequitable 

attitudes held by men and the pace of change, virtually all 

countries have seen significant declines for most of the 

indicators we examined. These declines appear to be greatest 

in the countries with the highest levels of initial inequality, 

resulting in overall greater convergence at lower levels of 

inequality in men’s attitudes across countries. 

When comparing the different measures of attitudes, 

preferences, and behaviors used in this study, the greatest 

change appears to be in terms of household decision-making 

about major household purchases, where significantly lower 

proportions of men report making these decisions alone in the 

most recent survey when compared to the initial survey. Men 

are also increasingly less likely to agree that intimate partner 

violence is justified, regardless of the potential reasons given, including for the refusal of sex, which is an 

important indicator of perceptions about women’s bodily integrity and autonomy. In contrast, the evidence 

was less clear when examining attitudes towards contraception and son preference, where the direction of 

the observed change was more inconsistent. In the case of son preference, the data suggest relatively little 

change over time even when other indicators suggest changes towards more equitable gender attitudes. This 

is especially problematic in those countries with relatively high preference for sons, many of which are in 

Francophone West Africa. In the case of attitudes toward contraception, about half of the countries saw 

increases in the proportion of men who agreed that contraception was primarily a woman’s responsibility. 

While this may reflect a shift towards greater decision-making around contraceptive use for women, it may 

also represent a retrenchment of inequitable gender norms that define reproduction as ‘women’s business’ 

and largely absolve men of their reproductive responsibilities. 

This type of shift may also underpin the increased involvement of women in household decisions about 

major purchases.  Although we have generally interpreted this as a positive indicator of greater gender 

equality within men’s relationships, this may also reflect more traditional gender expectations that view the 

domestic sphere as predominantly the domain of women. This is particularly true when the decline in sole 

decision-making by men is not reflecting a shift to a truly joint decision-making process that involves both 

spouses. A further exploration of trends in joint decision-making about major household purchases (results 

not shown here) revealed a much less clear picture of change than when focusing on sole decision-making 

by either the man or his partner.  This suggests that these changes may not be entirely a reflection of a shift 

There has been substantial change 

towards more gender equitable 

views among men over past two 

decades. Some of this change, 

however, might reflect men 

increasingly viewing household 

and reproductive matters as 

‘women’s business’. Even with the 

improvements, large proportions of 

men have inequitable views, 

suggesting that policy and 

programs should continue to 

develop interventions aiming to 

help redefine gender norms in 

ways that are more equal. 
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to more gender-egalitarian views. Further research that examines the underlying reasons for these changes 

is needed to more fully understand changes in men’s gender 

attitudes and norms. 

4.2 Comparison between men and 
women’s gender attitudes 

The comparison of men and women’s gender attitudes, 

preferences, and behaviors provided additional context for the 

broader trends observed among men only. Overall, with the 

exception of the measures focused on the justification for wife-

beating, women had significantly more gender equitable 

attitudes than men in the six countries examined. This was true 

regardless of the initial level of inequality, although much more 

so in the countries with high or medium inequality at the time 

of the first survey. While somewhat contradictory, the findings 

for the indicators focused on agreement with IPV in specific 

scenarios are consistent with prior research that has found that justification for wife beating among women 

is often high and commonly exceeds that of men.10,17,23-25 This may reflect the internalization of patriarchal 

norms by women, particularly in terms of their roles within families and households. This is especially the 

case in environments where high levels of gender inequality may lead to lower self-esteem, lower status, 

and less empowerment.10 Women with attitudes supportive of wife beating are more likely to be young, less 

educated, and have witnessed violence in the past,17,24 all of which are more likely in an environment where 

gender inequality is the norm. 

These results provide limited support for increased convergence of gender attitudes between men and 

women, with the exception of the measure of household decision-making. Where convergence was 

observed, it was primarily driven by changes in men’s attitudes. This may be attributed to a number of 

factors.  First, because men in these countries typically hold less egalitarian attitudes than women, there is 

more opportunity for rapid declines in unequal views. Second, it is possible that the lower levels among 

women are a reflection of changes in attitudes, preferences, and behaviors that took place before the time 

period covered in this study, which would be consistent with other evidence where women lead changes in 

gender norms. 

Finally, these comparisons reiterate that while there have been declines in inequitable gender attitudes 

among both men and women over the period examined in this study, a significant portion of both groups 

continue to report attitudes, preferences, and behaviors that support inequitable gender norms. While 

women’s levels are generally lower than men’s (with the exception of justification of wife-beating), there 

is some evidence of a general stagnation of the process of change, particularly in the countries with lower 

levels of inequality, which typically had gradual patterns of change. 

4.3 Implications for policy, programming, and future research 

These results suggest that although there has been a great deal of progress towards more egalitarian gender 

norms in the countries in this study, there remain a number of areas where effective policy or programmatic 

efforts may play a role in accelerating these changes. In particular, there continues to be a need for policy 
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There have been substantial 

improvements in the gendered 

views of both men and women 

over time, but with limited evidence 

of a convergence between the two 
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views about contraception and 

women’s acceptance of IPV. 
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and programmatic interventions that are targeted specifically towards men, because there continues to be a 

large gap between men’s and women’s attitudes. The clear exception is the justification of IPV, where 

women consistently are more accommodating of the justification of violence. Developing interventions 

designed to specifically address women’s communally held views on the acceptability of IPV may be an 

effective approach to reducing IPV, particularly when this takes place in settings where men’s attitudes 

toward IPV are more favorable than women’s. 

The increases in men agreeing that contraception is a women’s concern also suggest that much more work 

is needed to convince men of their reproductive responsibilities. This is particularly important in the efforts 

to engage men in family planning programming more broadly, because many men may hold more traditional 

views about family planning decisions than might be assumed given their apparent willingness to have 

women make decisions about contraception. Men’s disengagement from contraceptive decision-making 

may represent a broader, more traditional view of gendered roles within relationships where reproductive 

matters are seen as being ‘feminine’. If this is the case, bringing men into family planning programming 

may limit women’s own bodily autonomy. Great care should be taken to ensure that men’s engagement with 

family planning programming is conducted in a way that maximizes reproductive empowerment more 

broadly and does not inadvertently reinforce underlying and unequal gender norms. 

Finally, these results provide strong support for both the feasibility of achieving changes in gender norms 

over a relatively short time frame and the continued need for policy and programmatic efforts that encourage 

greater gender equality. Across the various indicators, very large changes were often observed over the 15-

year period covered by the three surveys, particularly with attitudes toward IPV and household decision-

making. This was especially the case when initial levels of inequality were high. However, despite these 

changes, the levels of inequitable gender attitudes, preferences, or behavior in the most recent surveys 

remain at high levels. This suggests that in most of the countries in this study, there remains considerable 

room for further improvement. 

The results also illustrate areas where future research is needed to better understand both men and women’s 

gender attitudes and the broader social norms that they reflect. First, there is a clear need for more precise 

and theoretically informed measures of gender attitudes and norms than are currently available in the DHS. 

While still a rapidly evolving field, there are established measures that could be incorporated more 

effectively into the DHS, which would allow for a more comprehensive assessment than was possible in 

this study. Second, further research is needed to understand why men and women’s reports differ, especially 

when sharing the same cultural and social background. This is true both for the more common cases where 

men hold more inequitable views than women and when the reverse is the case, such for women’s attitudes 

towards the justifiability of IPV. 
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