The Issue of Empowering Women and Girls through Equal Access to STEM Education and Employment

As global economies enter a new age of technological reliance, the gender gap in Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics education remains a major barrier to sustainable economic growth. Despite global commitments to gender equality, women and girls continue to be significantly underrepresented in STEM fields, particularly in research, and leadership positions. Worldwide it is estimated women make up 20-29% of the computer science workforce and only 13.7% of engineers.  This disparity limits innovation and reinforces economic and social inequality and undermines international efforts to achieve the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). 
The issue is both structural and cultural, manifesting differently across regions. In low-income countries, barriers often stem from limited access to secondary education and digital infrastructure as well as cultural norms, while in high-income countries, entrenched stereotypes, workplace discrimination and lack of supportive maternity policies continue to limit career progression for women in STEM fields.

In parts of Sub-Saharan Africa, girls’ enrolment in STEM subjects is limited by early marriage, poverty, systematic bias and lack of school facilities. In the democratic republic of Congo this has led to women making up only about 10% of science researchers, contributing to a high ranking globally for gender inequalities.
 In more extreme cases female participation in higher STEM education has been virtually eliminated. Since the August 2021 takeover of Afghanistan, the Taliban has systematically dismantled the education system for females, making it illegal for girls to pursue education above the age of 12 or to sit university entrance exams. Ultimately this is leading to rising rates of poverty and a critical shortage of doctors, nurses, and teachers, which has been attributed to such education policies
Even in developed economies, major disparities persist at the professional level. In the United States, women hold fewer than 30% of STEM jobs and in Japan, cultural expectations and long working hours contribute to low female retention in engineering and technology sectors, despite high levels of female educational attainment.

The limited progress made is despite a number of international and legal frameworks that have been put in place. The Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) calls on states to eliminate gender discrimination in education and employment and UNESCO’s STEM and Gender Advancement (SAGA) project has supported national policy reforms in countries such as Argentina and Thailand, helping governments assess gender gaps and implement targeted interventions.
In Europe the European Union’s Horizon programme includes mandatory gender equality plans for research institutions receiving funding, serving as a model for integrating gender considerations into science and innovation policy.
In some countries legislation has seemed to move away from traditional inclusion programs. This is particularly true in the United States where there have been recent moves to dismantle Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (DEI) programs within the U.S. federal government, issuing executive orders to end mandates, remove DEI roles, and shift focus to "merit-based" systems including the cutting of related grants and initiatives in the STEM sector. 

Ultimately gender equality in stem is a multifactorial issue, involving culture and bias alongside structural constraints and inequal access to education. Tackling this issue requires a holistic approach and consideration of barriers faced at each stage of life across countries. Without action, we limit countries both socially and economically and exacerbate systematic problems that have persisted into the 21st century.
 
Points to Consider:
· How can Member States eliminate gender bias in STEM education systems from early childhood to tertiary levels?
· What role can public–private partnerships play in increasing women’s participation in STEM employment?
· How can international organizations support low-income countries in bridging the gender digital divide?
· Should gender targets or quotas be encouraged in STEM education and research institutions?
· How can workplaces be restructured to retain women in STEM careers long-term?

Relevant Resources:
· https://www.unesco.org/en/gender-equality/education/stem 
· https://news.un.org/en/story/2025/02/1160041 
· https://www.undp.org/sites/g/files/zskgke326/files/202303/The%20Journey%20of%20Women%20in%20STEM.pdf
