
Background 
A significant gender gap has persisted throughout the years at all 
levels of science, technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM) 
disciplines all over the world. Even though women have made tre-
mendous progress towards increasing their participation in higher 
education, they are still under-represented in these fields. 
Gender equality has always been a core issue for the United Nations. 
Gender equality and the empowerment of women and girls will 
make a crucial contribution not only to economic development of 
the world, but to progress across all the goals and targets of the 2030 
Agenda for Sustainable Development, as well. 
On 14 March 2011, the Commission on the Status of Women adopted 
a report at its fifty-fifth session, with agreed conclusions on access 
and participation of women and girls in education, training and sci-
ence and technology, and for the promotion of women’s equal access 
to full employment and decent work. On 20 December 2013, the Gen-
eral Assembly adopted a resolution on science, technology and in-
novation for development, in which it recognized that full and equal 
access to and participation in science, technology and innovation for 
women and girls of all ages is imperative for achieving gender equal-
ity and the empowerment of women and girls. 
On 22 December 2015, the General Assembly adopted a resolution to 
establish an annual International Day to recognize the critical role 
women and girls play in science and technology communities. In 
welcoming the efforts of the United Nations Educational, Scientific 
and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), the United Nations Entity for 
Gender Equality and the Empowerment of Women (UN Women), the 
International Telecommunication Union (ITU) and other relevant 
organizations that support and promote the access of women and 
girls and their participation in science, technology, engineering and 
mathematics education, training and research activities at all levels 
decided to proclaim 11 February of each year the International Day 
of Women and Girls in Science. 
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The outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic has clearly demonstrated the 
critical role of women researchers in different stages of the fight against 
COVID-19, from advancing the knowledge on the virus, to developing 
techniques for testing, and finally to creating the vaccine against the vi-
rus. 
At the same time, the COVID-19 pandemic also had a significant negative 
impact on women scientists, particularly affecting those at the ear-
ly stages of their career, and thus contributing to widening the existing 
gender gap in science, and revealing the gender disparities in the scien-
tific system, which need to be addressed by new policies, initiatives and 
mechanisms to support women and girls in science. 
Against this backdrop, this year’s celebration of the Day will address the 
theme “Women Scientists at the forefront of the fight against COVID-
19” and will gather together experts working in fields related to the pan-
demic from different parts of the world. 
The 2021 event will take place online. A simultaneous interpretation of 
the debates will be provided in English and French. 
  
Science and gender equality are both vital for the achievement of the in-
ternationally agreed development goals, including the 2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development. Over the past 15 years, the global community 
has made a lot of effort in inspiring and engaging women and girls in sci-
ence. Yet women and girls continue to be excluded from participating 
fully in science. 
At present, less than 30 per cent of researchers worldwide are women. Ac-
cording to UNESCO data (2014 - 2016), only around 30 per cent of all fe-
male students select STEM-related fields in higher education. Globally, 
female students’ enrolment is particularly low in ICT (3 per cent), natural 
science, mathematics and statistics (5 per cent) and in engineering, man-
ufacturing and construction (8 per cent). 

Long-standing biases and gender stereotypes are steering girls and wom-
en away from science related fields. As in the real world, the world on 
screen reflects similar biases—the 2015 Gender Bias Without Bor-
ders study by the Geena Davis Institute showed that of the onscreen 
characters with an identifiable STEM job, only 12 per cent were women. 
In order to achieve full and equal access to and participation in science 
for women and girls, and further achieve gender equality and the empow-
erment of women and girls, the United Nations General Assembly adopt-
ed resolution A/RES/70/212 declaring 11 February as the International 
Day of Women and Girls in Science. 
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