
Empowering Women: The Link to Population
Already today Ethiopian women with secondary 
education have on average 1.6 children, compared 
to women with no education who have on average 
6 children.3

Countries with higher female secondary school 
enrollment have lower average fertility, as the figure to 
the right shows.
Because education of girls is such a strong factor in 
influencing the number of children they will have, 
scenarios that take into consideration increasing 
education of girls show a significantly lower global 
population by 2100. 

Scenarios of Global Population Change4

SSP3 assumed a fragmented world with an emphasis on security 
at the expense of international development with high mortality, low 
education, low fertility in rich countries, high fertility in developing 
countries. SSP4 assumed a world of high inequalities, both between 
and within countries, increasing polarization between well-educated 
versus poorly educated societies. SSP2 assumed medium fertility, 
mortality, migration and education scenarios. SSP5 assumed a world 
focused on economic growth, market solutions, globalization with 
high education, high standard of living, high migration, and low mor-
tality. SSP1 assumed a more sustainable path with educational and 
health investment for human wellbeing. 

Poverty and Girls' Education
Poverty is often associated with families having many 
children, which traps them in a vicious cycle leading 
their children into poverty. The best way to pull 
families out of that trap is to ensure that the girls 
are given secondary education, which results in their 
empowerment. 

Women’s empowerment happens when women 
and girls are free to control their own lives, to 

exercise their rights, to be equal members of society. 
While there has been some progress for women 
around the world, gaps in critical areas remain in many 
countries, according to the Population Reference Bureau 
in its 2015 World Population Data Sheet, which had a 
“special focus on women’s empowerment.”1

Healthcare Decision-making Gap
When women have control over decisions about their 
own healthcare, their health is much improved.  In some 
countries women have gained empowerment, like Nepal  
where from 2001 to 2011 the percentage of women who 
reported making decisions on their own healthcare went 
from 27 percent to 66 percent. But in Mali in 2013 only 
15 percent of women reported making choices over their 
own health.1

Earning Gap
There is still an earning gap in the U.S. In 2013 
women were earning 79 percent of what men earned 
doing the same job, which is not much improvement 
since it was 71 percent twenty years earlier.1 

Equality and Population
Friends’ testimony on Equality leads us to advocate for 
empowerment of women, and in the process, we address 
our concern about the unprecedented rapid increase in 
human population. The world population has increased 
from 2.5 billion in 1950 to 7.4 billion in 2016.

Women's Education is Important
When women and girls have options for their lives, 
they have fewer children and have them at the stages 
of their lives when they can more effectively care 
for them. "Secondary education increases people's 
capacity and motivation to reduce their own fertility, 
improve the survival of their children, and care for 
their own and their families' health."2 

Family Planning Services 
Empower Women

When safe and effective family planning services are 
available to all, experience shows that average family 
size falls, pregnancies occur at more optimal times 
in women's lives, and mothers and children are 
healthier.6 In several sub-Saharan African countries, 
school programs that teach pregnancy prevention 
and allow pregnant girls to remain in school resulted 
in much lower drop-out rates than without the 
programs.7 In the U.S., girls are less likely to drop out 
of high school if they live near a Planned Parenthood 
clinic.8

Child Marriage
Among its other work on critical health issues, the 
Population Council endeavors to empower girls to 
protect themselves and have a say in their own lives. 
The Council has several programs in sub-Saharan 
Africa focusing on the age at which girls get married, 
reporting that 10 percent are married before the age 
of 15 years and 40 percent before the age of 18 years. 
This results in fewer educational opportunities, and 
more likelihood of domestic violence and sexually 
transmitted infections, including HIV.9

Dots represent countries, showing the percent of girls enrolled in 
secondary school and total fertility rate.5
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“Strengthen the female mind by 
enlarging it, and there will be an 
end to blind obedience.” 

Mary Wollstonecraft, 1792. 
A Vindication of the Rights of Woman

It is important to understand the economics of  these 
culturally sensitive issues. Child marriage is a response 
to poverty, as well as a matter of cultural tradition. 
The Population Council's intervention strategies that 
substantially reduce child marriage and keep girls in 
school include:
•	 Providing educational support, such as school 

lunches and school supplies, in Ethiopia resulted in 
girls aged 12–14 being 94 percent less likely to be 
married compared to those without such support.

•	 Providing two chickens for every year a girl 15-17 
stays in school in Ethiopia resulted in girls being half 
as likely to be married, while in Tanzania providing 
goats for girls remaining unmarried resulted in girls 
15-17 being two-thirds less likely to be married than 
those not receiving the incentives.

•	 Providing community education on the value 
of educating girls and the harm caused by child 
marriage in Bangladesh resulted in girls 12 –14 
being two-thirds less likely to be married than those 
in a control group.9

Empowering Migrant Girls
Teen-aged girls sometimes migrate to cities where 
they might have opportunities to go to school 
and work that they would not have in their home 
communities. If they are successful in the city and 
return to their community, they attain a higher status  
and increase the perception of the value of girls to 
the community. For migrating girls to be successful, 
they need preparation before they leave,  safe means 
of travel, employment, housing, and other services 
in cities. Without support, girls may be subject to 
abusive or exploitative situations. In some countries 
where public awareness of human trafficking has 
increased, such support is available.10

What Can Friends Do?
•	 Join the Population Working Group of Quaker 

Earthcare Witness (QEW) and support QEW's 
efforts and publications on population.

•	 Support Quaker organizations providing reproduc-
tive health services, such as Pro-Nica,11 which works 
in Nicaragua, and is the recipient of a QEW Mini-
grant to reprint their family planning materials.

•	 Support the Population Council and other organi-
zations working to decrease child marriage and to 
improve women's reproductive health, including 
family planning and HIV prevention.

•	 Support Planned Parenthood12 and other organi-
zations providing reproductive health services. 

•	 Support Right Sharing of World Resources13 and 
other organizations providing micro-credit as eco-
nomic opportunity for women.
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