
T
he world is becoming more and more 

integrated. What started with greater 

trade openness is translating into 

growing global economic integration 

and interdependence, as transnational move-

ments of people and capital accelerate and in-

formation becomes ever more accessible. Tech-

nological developments are rapidly changing 

the way people learn, work, and communicate. 

And the world population is concentrating in 

medium and large cities. 

The new forces associated with globaliza-

tion—understood as the combination of eco-

nomic integration, technological diffusion, and 

greater access to information—have operated 

through markets, formal institutions, and infor-

mal institutions to lift some of the constraints to 

greater gender equality.

First, trade openness and the diffusion of 

new information and communication tech-

nologies (ICTs) have translated into more jobs 

and stronger connections to markets for many 

women, increasing their access to economic 

opportunities. In some countries and sectors, 

women’s wages have also increased relative to 

those of men.

Second, gender inequality has more costs in 

an integrated world. It can diminish countries’ 

ability to compete internationally—particularly 

for countries with export potential in goods and 

services with high female employment. And 

given growing global awareness of women’s 

rights, continued gender inequality can also 

hurt a country’s international standing. These 

factors strengthen the incentives for policy ac-

tion toward gender equality around the world. 

Third, greater access to information has al-

lowed many in developing countries to learn 

about life and mores in other parts of the world, 

including those pertaining to the role of women, 

possibly affecting attitudes and behaviors. A shift 

toward more egalitarian gender roles and norms 

has also been facilitated and, in some cases, rein-

forced by women’s economic empowerment.

But in the absence of public policy, globaliza-

tion alone cannot and will not reduce gender in-

equality. Despite signifi cant increases in agency 

and in access to economic opportunities for 

many women in many countries, the rising tide 

has not lifted everybody. Those often left behind 

are women for whom the existing constraints are 

most binding. That is why public action aimed 

at closing existing gender gaps in endowments, 

agency, and access to economic opportunities is 

necessary for countries to fully capitalize on the 

potential of globalization as a force for develop-

ment and greater gender equality.

This chapter discusses the evidence on the im-

pacts of economic integration, technical change, 

and access to information on gender inequality. 

It examines the literature and, where knowledge 

gaps exist, draws on new work commissioned 

for this Report. This new work focuses on gen-

der equality in trade,1 technological change and 

diffusion,2 and access to information.3 Existing 

evidence is strongest on the impact of trade and 

technology on labor market outcomes. And it is 

weakest, at least in the economic literature, on 

the impact of new trends on gender roles and 

norms, so that discussion is more tentative and 

speculative.

Globalization’s impact on gender 
equality: What’s happened and 
what’s needed

6CHAPTER
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These changes have taken place against (and 

possibly contributed to) the backdrop of rising 

economic growth in most areas of the world, 

particularly in some developing countries—

even with the recent food, fuel, and fi nancial 

crises. Until the second half of the 20th century, 

no country had sustained annual per capita in-

come growth averaging 5 percent or more over 

15 years. But since then, more than 35 countries 

have accomplished that feat, three-quarters of 

them in the developing world.7

TRADE OPENNESS AND ICTS HAVE 

INCREASED WOMEN’S ACCESS TO 

ECONOMIC OPPORTUNITIES 

Over the past 25 years, trade openness and 

the spread of information and communica-

tion technologies have expanded economic 

opportunities.

The demand for female workers in the ex-

port and ICT-enabled sectors has increased, and 

as women have fi lled these new jobs, the gen-

der distribution of employment across sectors 

and across countries has changed. Women have 

moved out of agriculture and into manufac-

turing and particularly services. These changes 

have taken place across all countries, but female 

(and male) employment in the manufacturing 

and services has grown faster in developing than 

THE WORLD IS BECOMING MORE 

INTEGRATED—RECENT TRENDS 

AND FACTS

The world has witnessed an enormous economic 
transformation over the past three decades, 
fostered by growing global fl ows of goods and 
services, technology, and information. These 
changes have transformed the way domestic 
and global markets and institutions function—
and have thus changed the economic landscape 
for individuals, households, fi rms, and govern-
ments. A few numbers illustrate the magnitude 
of these changes. 

Merchandise trade in the low- and middle-
income countries rose from 31 percent of gross 
domestic product (GDP) in 1993 to 57 percent 
in 2008, refl ecting both larger North-South and 
South-South fl ows (fi gure 6.1).4 Signifi cant in-
creases in trade openness occurred in all regions, 
particularly in South Asia, where merchandise 
trade rose from 16 percent of GDP to 41 percent, 
and in East Asia, where it rose from 35 percent to 
52 percent. Changes in foreign direct investment 
(FDI) have also been signifi cant, with fl ows in-
creasing from 0.5 percent of GDP in 1980 to 4 
percent in 2007, followed by a decline during the 
recent fi nancial crisis.

As goods, services, capital, and people fl ow 
across countries faster than ever before, infor-
mation and knowledge have become global 
commodities. Technological change crosses 
borders embedded in traded goods, accelerating 
its adoption and adaptation. And although tech-
nology transfers tend to happen fi rst in exports 
and imports, they quickly spread beyond them 
as fi rms interact and workers change jobs.5 Sim-
ilarly, ideas and skills move from one country to 
another as the share of skilled migrants in the 
pool of international migrants increases—from 
about 25 percent in 1990 to 36 percent in 2000.

Thanks to the spread of cell phones and 
the Internet, more men and women are gain-
ing access to information—global, domestic, 
and local. In 1998, only 20 percent of people 
in developed countries and about 1 percent in 
the developing world had a cell phone subscrip-
tion. By 2009, these shares had climbed to 100 
percent and 57 percent. Internet access and use 
have also grown. In high-income countries, In-
ternet users increased from 12 percent of the 
population in 1998 to 64 percent in 2009, and 

from near 0 to 17.5 percent in developing coun-

tries (fi gure 6.2).6

F I G U R E  6.1   Global trade has grown rapidly since 1990

Source: World Development Indicators.
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Female workers wanted 

The early years of trade liberalization were 

mainly characterized by the move of textile and 

information technology manufacturing from 

developed to developing countries.9 New em-

ployment in manufacturing often consisted of 

labor-intensive assembly line jobs, and the ini-

tial gains in manufacturing employment were 

greatest in countries with abundant unskilled 

labor and a comparative advantage in produc-

ing basic manufactures.

This shift in geographic location of produc-

tion promoted female labor force participation 

and the feminization of employment in manu-

facturing in developing countries—particularly 

in Asia and Central America.10 In the Repub-

lic of Korea, the share of women employed in 

manufacturing grew from 6 percent in 1970 to 

around 30 percent in the 1980s and early 1990s. 

The importance of manufacturing as an em-

ployer of female labor in the Republic of Korea 

has since declined (to 14 percent in 2007), but 

the sector still employs 10 times more women 

today than in the 1960s. Similarly, in Mexico, fe-

male employment in manufacturing grew from 

12 percent in 1960 to 17 percent in 2008, with 10 

times more women in 2008 than in 1960.11 

In the past 15 years, the spread of ICTs has 

expanded trade in services and has, to a lesser 

extent, promoted the growth of ICT sectors in 

developed countries, refl ecting broader changes 

in the global distribution of production and 

labor. In developing countries, the shares of fe-

male manufacturing and service employment 

in global female employment increased from 

6 and 17 percent respectively in 1987 to 7 and 

24 percent in 2007. In contrast, in developed 

countries the share of female manufacturing 

employment in global female employment fell 

from 12 percent in 1987 to 6 in 2007, while the 

share of female service employment rose from 

44 to 46 percent over the same period (fi gure 

6.3).8 Changes in male employment shares were 

qualitatively similar but different in magnitude.

At the same time, improvements in ICT tech-

nology have allowed women (and men) around 

the world to access markets in growing numbers 

by lowering information barriers and reducing 

the transaction costs associated with market 

work. Because time and mobility constraints are 

more severe for women than men, women stand 

to benefi t more from these developments (chap-

ters 4 and 5).

Greater access to economic opportunities 

and, in some cases, higher returns to economic 

activity provide stronger incentives to accumu-

late human capital, particularly for women, and 

are likely to increase investments in the skills of 

girls and young women—tomorrow’s workers 

(box 6.1).

F I G U R E  6.2   Cell phone and Internet access has increased signifi cantly in both 
developed and developing countries

Source: International Telecommunications Union 2010.
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interaction with clients and customers more 

common. 

As technology advanced, low-skilled women 

in light manufacturing were often displaced by 

men. In Malaysia, women made up to 80 per-

cent of manufacturing workers in the fi rst phase 

developing countries. As a result employment 

shifted from manufacturing, where jobs could 

be automated, to services. In the process, de-

mand for nimble fi ngers on the assembly line 

gave way to demand for computer literacy as 

the tasks became more sophisticated and direct 

F I G U R E  6.3   Economic opportunities have changed

Source: WDR 2012 team estimates based on World Development Indicators.

F I G U R E  6.3b  . . . and increases in female employment levels (but not male) 
between 1995 and 2005 were correlated with increases in 
international trade

F I G U R E  6.3a   Female (and male) employment in the manufacturing and service 
sectors has grown faster in developing countries, refl ecting the 
broader changes in the global distribution of production and labor

export volume index, 2005 (1995 = 100)
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in Delhi and Mumbai, where call centers em-

ploy more than 1 million people, most of them 

women.15

In both manufacturing and service exports, 

growth in female employment was faster than 

ever before and faster than in other sectors. And 

although exports in many countries initially ac-

counted for a small fraction of total female em-

ployment, their importance grew over time as a 

result of rapid employment growth.

Global agriculture has also changed. The 

export share of traditional crops has declined, 

while the share of nontraditional and high-

value-added exports—such as horticulture, 

fl ori culture, protein-rich meats, and processed 

foods—has grown rapidly. Their expansion—

driven by advances in refrigeration, lower trans-

port costs, and the growth of supermarkets as 

dominant buyers in global value chains—has 

created a wide range of jobs.16

But the feminization of employment through 

exports appears to be less common in agricul-

tural economies. Growth in traditional agri-

cultural exports has benefi ted men more than 

women because women are less likely to work 

on commercial crops and are crowded out of 

traditionally female-intensive crops when these 

crops become commercial.17 In contrast, non-

traditional and high-value-added exports have 

stimulated higher female employment in export 

production, although the impacts vary by coun-

try and product.18 In Chile and South Africa, 

new female employment was mainly temporary 

and seasonal,19 while in Colombia and Kenya, 

women were more often hired as permanent 

workers in the fl ower industry.20

Higher female employment in exports has 

often (but not always) been accompanied by 

wage gains. Transnational and exporting com-

panies may be able to pay higher wages than 

locally owned fi rms and fi rms producing for 

the domestic market. They also may be better 

able to insulate their workers from economic 

cycles—and their workers may be better pro-

tected by labor legislation and are more likely 

to be unionized and thus eligible for benefi ts.21 

That is why female wages are frequently higher22 

and the gender wage gap is lower in exports than 

in other sectors, even after controlling for worker 

characteristics. Evidence from China shows that 

female workers receive higher wages in the new 

export-oriented industries than in the older 

state industries.23 In Mexico, over 1990–95 a 

of globalization, but by 1987 that percentage 

had fallen to 67 percent and has since continued 

to decline.12 In Latin America, too, low-skilled 

female workers in light manufacturing, particu-

larly electronics, lost their jobs as various aspects 

of production became automated.13

New ICT-enabled jobs in services—particu-

larly information processing in banking, insur-

ance, printing, and publishing—were mainly 

taken up by women, but not the same women 

who lost their manufacturing jobs, because the 

new jobs required a different set of skills, in-

cluding keyboarding, English, and sometimes 

French. Female employment in data entry and 

processing was initially highest in Barbados, Ja-

maica, and the Philippines.14 Later, ICT-related 

jobs were concentrated in software, call centers, 

and geographical information systems, and 

clustered in Malaysia and India, particularly 

Globalization’s impact is not limited to today’s female workers—stronger eco-

nomic incentives to accumulate skills could also foster higher labor force par-

ticipation among young women in the years to come. Whether and how much 

expected economic returns to education a! ect schooling decisions have 

received much attention in the literature over the past few decades, particu-

larly in developing countries, where compulsory education laws either do not 

exist or are enforced poorly and where a large part of the young population 

does not go to school. But families and individuals do respond to higher eco-

nomic returns by increasing their investments in education,a and the prospect 

of higher returns matters more for girls (chapter 3).

In this context, increased employment opportunities in export-oriented 

sectors and ICT-related jobs are expected to strengthen existing incentives for 

investments in education. In India, the emergence of jobs linked to information-

 technology-enabled service centers (mainly call centers) increased the number 

of children enrolled in school by 5.7 percent. English-language schools ac--

counted for all of this change, consistent with the idea that new job opportuni-

ties were linked to speci" c skills, such as speaking English.b South Africa pro-

vides similar evidence.c

Because female workers have bene" ted disproportionately more than men 

from the changes brought about by trade openness and technological change, 

girls and young women should have stronger incentives to go to school than 

boys and young men. For example, in rural India business process outsourcing 

recruiting and placement services increased employment among young girls, 

with no e! ect for older women or for men of any age. Girls ages 5–15 in villages 

that received the recruiting services were 3–5 percentage points more likely 

to be in school than comparable girls in other villages. There was no change 

for boys.d

B OX  6.1   A job today or a better job tomorrow—The impact 
of increased access to economic opportunities on 
women’s human capital 

a. Foster and Rosenzweig 1996; Jensen 2010b.
b. Oster and Millet 2010.
c. Levinsohn 2004.
d. Jensen 2010a
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higher export orientation was associated with 

a narrowing of the gender wage gap.24 And in 

Bangladesh and Morocco, wage discrimination 

against women in textile exports was lower than 

in other manufacturing in the early stages of 

liberalization, and it declined even further over 

time.25

In some places, however, greater openness has 

had little impact on the gender wage gap, and in 

others, the gains have been only temporary.26 In 

the Republic of Korea, greater openness had lit-

tle impact or even widened the  gender gap. And 

data from Mexico and Honduras suggest that 

wages in recently established export processing 

zones tend to be higher than local wages but over 

time the differences narrow.27 In the developed 

world, the impact of higher trade openness on 

women and men has been extensively debated 

(box 6.2).

Brain or brawn? 

ICTs have transformed the organization of eco-

nomic activity over the past quarter century, 

increasing the demand for and the returns to 

brain (cognitive) and nonroutine skills relative 

to brawn (manual) and routine skills (box 6.3).28 

In the United States, for example, brain tasks in-

creased and brawn tasks declined between 1950 

and 2005.29 Driving this shift were changes in 

the composition of the economy’s occupational 

structure, such as the rise in the number of doc-

tors per 100 workers and the fall in the number 

of production line operators per 100 workers. 

Changes in specifi c occupations, such as the 

growing use of robotics for production line 

operators, also contributed to the shift. As with 

growing trade in goods and services, these shifts 

have boosted demand for female workers.

These changes are captured in fi gure 6.4, 

where circles represent different occupations. 

Circles become bigger or smaller between 1950 

and 2005 depending on whether the number of 

people employed in that occupation increased 

(lawyers and judges) or decreased (farmers) 

during the period. Similarly, movements from 

left to right or right to left represent changes in 

the brain requirements of a particular occupa-

tion, whereas movements up and down capture 

changes in the brawn requirements—where 

requirements are measured on a scale of 0 to 

100. As brain requirements increase and brawn 

requirements decrease between 1950 and 2005, 

most circles shift downward and to the right. 

Greater economic integration has also had an impact on workers in the devel-

oped world. It has bene" ted skilled workers, sometimes at the expense of 

unskilled ones. It has increased the demand for skilled workers, relative to that 

for unskilled ones. And this shift has translated into greater wage inequality in 

the United States and greater unemployment among the unskilled in Europe, 

where labor market regulations prevented the wages of the unskilled from 

falling.a

Impacts were larger among men than among women because men were 

concentrated in the industries and occupations most a! ected by foreign com-

petition and the relocation of production to the developing world. Higher 

trade openness accounts for 12–33 percent of the employment losses in manu-

facturing and for about 20 percent of the rise in the skill premiums during the 

1980s and 1990s in the United States.b Technological change also accounts for 

an important share of the increase in skill premiums. Evidence of trade’s impact 

on women’s wages and employment is more mixed.c

Trade liberalization and foreign direct investment leading to the o! shoring 

of medium- and high-skill jobs may have also raised job insecurity. Workers in 

the United Kingdom in sectors with high foreign investment are more likely to 

report greater economic insecurity.d And U.S. workers in service activities and 

occupations that are potentially tradable report both greater insecurity and a 

stronger desire for a strong government safety net.e

In some cases, the impact of these changes reaches beyond the economic 

sphere. The notion of men as the main breadwinners has been challenged by 

the greater economic opportunities for women and the job destruction in 

male-dominated sectors; these changes have often led to adjustment in the 

power balance in families.

B OX  6.2   The impact of globalization on men (and women) 
in developed countries

a.  Freeman 1994; Wood 1995.
b.  Baily and Lawrence 2004; Bivens 2004; Bivens 2006; Harrison, McLaren, and McMillan 2010; Lawrence 

2008.
c.  Black and Brainerd 2004; Wood 1991.
d. Scheve and Slaughter 2004.
e. Anderson and Gascon 2007.

The work performed in a particular occupation can be broken down to tasks, 

each characterized by its intellectual or physical requirements and by how 

amenable it is to standardization. The discussion here uses the word pairs “cog-

nitive/manual” and “brain/brawn” interchangeably to capture whether a task is 

primarily intellectual or physical. Similarly, tasks amenable to standardization 

are referred to as routine and those that are not as nonroutine. These choices 

re# ect the terminology used in the literature on the impact of technological 

change on occupational skills requirements.

Both manual and routine cognitive tasks are well de" ned in the sense that 

they are easily programmable and can be performed by computers at econom-

ically feasible cost—a feature that makes them amenable to substitution for 

computer capital.a Nonroutine and cognitive tasks, by contrast, are not well 

de" ned or programmable and, as things currently stand, cannot be easily per-

formed by computers.

B OX  6.3   Occupational tasks and skill requirements—
Getting the terms right

a. Levy and Murnane 1992.
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of the workplace explain most of the observed 

rise in demand for female workers, female labor 

force participation, and female employment in 

these countries over the past few decades.31 In 

addition, increases in the returns to brain rela-

tive to brawn can account for a large fraction of 

the reduction in the gender wage gap in both 

countries since the 1970s and 1980s.32

To the extent that economic integration and 

particularly foreign direct investment promote 

the move of technological change from the de-

veloped to the developing world and facilitate its 

adoption and adaptation, the relative demand 

for—and the returns to—brain should increase 

similarly in developing countries.

The data on this question are very limited,33 

but new work for this Report provides sup-

porting evidence from Brazil, India, Mexico, 

and Thailand during 1990–2005.34 In all four 

countries, brawn requirements were signifi -

cantly higher and brain requirements signifi -

cantly lower in 1990 than those in the United 

States in 1950. But differences then diminished, 

as brain requirements increased and brawn re-

quirements decreased for both men and wom-

en—driven mainly by the decline in the relative 

importance of agricultural employment and the 

associated changes in the occupational structure 

of the economy.

In Brazil, Mexico, and Thailand, women 

were in occupations with lower brawn require-

ments than men at the beginning of the period, 

while in India brawn requirements were similar 

for women and men because of women’s heavy 

presence in agriculture. In Brazil, India, and 

Thailand, brain requirements increased faster 

for women than for men. In Mexico, by con-

trast, the expansion of low-skill female maquila 

employment meant that brain requirements 

declined and brawn requirements increased 

slightly among women (fi gure 6.5).35

Similar evidence of the impact of ICT and com-

puters on the demand for brain versus brawn is 

also available for other developed countries.30 

Traditionally, men have been more likely to 

be employed in sectors and occupations with 

stronger physical requirements than women 

(men have an advantage in brawn). So comput-

ers, by deemphasizing physical skills, should fa-

vor women, even if women have no advantage 

over men in using a computer or acquiring 

computer skills. Evidence from the United States 

and Germany supports this idea. Sustained in-

creases in the demand for brain versus brawn 

associated with ICT and the computerization 

F I G U R E  6.4   The United States experienced a dramatic increase 
in brain requirements and a decline in brawn 
requirements between 1950 and 2005

Source: Rendall 2010.
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4 and 5), they stand to benefi t more from these 

developments.

The focus here is on cell phones and the In-

ternet because they are the two most commonly 

available ICTs outside the workplace and their 

coverage is expected to continue to rise rapidly.

Mobile phone access, very high in developed 

countries, has grown substantially in the recent 

past in the developing world, and the gap be-

tween the two is closing fast. Within countries, 

gender differences in cell phone access and use 

are almost imperceptible in high- and middle-

income countries, especially among young peo-

ple, but gender differences are still large in low-

income countries, where a woman is 21 percent 

less likely than a man to own a mobile phone. 

This fi gure increases to 23 percent in Africa (fi g-

ure 6.6), 24 percent in the Middle East, and 37 

percent in South Asia.37 

In contrast, the differences in Internet ac-

cess and use between developed and developing 

countries are still very large, and gender gaps are 

signifi cant in some countries. Among countries 

with data, Internet use ranges from 90 percent 

of the population in Iceland to 10 percent in 

Honduras and Nicaragua. In addition, gender 

gaps are substantial within some developed and 

Changes in the supply of and returns to brain 

and brawn have also narrowed the gender wage 

gap in these countries, although the impacts 

vary more widely. In Brazil and India, these 

changes account for a large part of the observed 

decline in wage differences between men and 

women during 1990–2005. In Mexico, where 

the gender wage gap increased slightly, the rise 

in the returns to brain mitigated the widening 

of the gap. In Thailand, changes in the supply of 

and returns to brain and brawn cannot explain 

changes in the gender wage gap—primarily 

because men and women are distributed fairly 

evenly across sectors and occupations.36

More connected and better informed—
ICTs have increased women’s access 
to markets

ICTs can improve access to markets and in-

crease participation in market work by reduc-

ing transaction costs associated with time and 

mobility constraints. They facilitate the gather-

ing and transmission of price and other infor-

mation and increase the fl exibility in where and 

when economic activities can occur. Because 

women often face more restrictions than men 

in their mobility and available time (chapters 

F I G U R E  6.5   Men and especially women in Brazil, India, Mexico, and Thailand 
have experienced an increase in brain requirements and a decline in 
brawn requirements over the past 15 years

Source: Rendall 2011.
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gers report that access to cell phones facilitates 

communication with their clients and suppli-

ers, reducing travel time and costs, and with 

their families while they are away from home.39 

Similarly, 41 percent of women interviewed in 

Bolivia, the Arab Republic of Egypt, India, and 

Kenya declared that owning a mobile phone 

had increased their income and their access to 

economic opportunities. The impacts were sig-

nifi cantly higher among female entrepreneurs: 

female business owners reported that they were 

2.5 times more likely than nonbusiness own-

ers to use their mobile phone to earn income, 

and they were signifi cantly more interested than 

other women in receiving services such as no-

tifi cations of money transfers on their phones 

(63 percent versus 41 percent).40 Finally, while 

the focus here is on access to economic oppor-

tunities, the impact of mobile phones is broader 

(box 6.4 and chapter 7).

In many cases, women, particularly rural 

women, were willing to reduce expenditures on 

other items to have access to a mobile phone, 

suggesting that the perceived benefi ts out-

weighed the costs, which averaged 3.5 percent 

of household income among those surveyed. 

Thirty-four percent of women in rural Bolivia, 

Egypt, India, and Kenya reallocated resources 

away from other items to pay for a phone sub-

scription, compared with 20 percent among all 

women surveyed and 12 percent among women 

who do paid work. 

Closing the gender gap in cell phone access 

would bring the benefi ts of mobile phones to 

an additional 300 million women in low- and 

middle-income countries. And it could also gen-

erate up to $13 billion in incremental revenue to 

mobile operators, given that women represent 

two-thirds of the untapped market for mobile 

growth.41

The picture is quite different for the Inter-

net. Low private access in the developing world, 

especially in rural areas, has severely limited its 

impact on access to economic opportunities—

beyond the impact of ICTs on outsourcing and 

service export employment discussed earlier. 

Governments and development agencies have 

set up village “telecenters” for public use, gener-

ally as a fee for service, to increase access to basic 

ICT services among underserved populations. 

These centers generally offer computers linked 

to the Internet and are available for word pro-

cessing and graphics work, faxes, e-mail, photo-

copying, and phone lines. They may also feature 

developing countries and appear to be uncor-

related with the overall levels of access in the 

country—in Luxembourg, Serbia, Switzerland, 

and Turkey, differences in access to Internet be-

tween men and women exceed 10 percentage 

points (fi gure 6.7). 

So, mobile phones should have had a much 

more transformative impact than the Internet 

in developing countries so far. The evidence on 

both aggregate and gender-disaggregated im-

pacts of cell phones on labor market participa-

tion and access to economic opportunities in 

these countries is surprisingly sparse, however, 

with most information coming from case stud-

ies, many of them in Africa and South Asia.

Cell phone access and use can alleviate 

time and mobility constraints for women by 

increasing the ability to coordinate their fam-

ily and work lives, reducing the cost of money 

transfers, and cutting down the physical labor 

or travel required to discover information (in-

cluding avoiding fruitless trips to get supplies or 

meet customers).38 In Senegal, female fi shmon-

F I G U R E  6.6   In Africa, women are less likely than men to own 
or use a cell phone 

Source: www.ResearchICTafrica.net.
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Home-based telework is much more limited 

in other developing regions. Even in dynamic 

cities such as Mumbai and Kuala Lumpur, the 

incidence of telework is 0.4–1.0 percent of em-

training on the equipment, and some incorpo-

rate radio broadcasts or video resources.

The lack of systematic evaluation again makes 

it diffi cult to assess whether these centers con-

tribute much to business, particularly for female 

entrepreneurs in the local community, but anec-

dotal evidence suggests some positive impacts.42

In Cameroon, 50 percent of female entrepre-

neurs in textiles reported using these centers for 

both professional and social uses and extolled 

their usefulness for business-related communi-

cation.43 But given high set-up and maintenance 

costs for telecenters, more conclusive evidence 

is needed on their impact on (women’s) labor 

force participation and access to economic op-

portunities. In other places, groups of female 

entrepreneurs have used the Internet to have 

more direct access to domestic and international 

markets. In Morocco, home-based female weav-

ers use the Internet to sell rugs and other textiles 

and to keep a larger share of their profi ts than 

traditional middle-man-based systems.44 

In high-income countries, by contrast, ICTs 

allow people to work from different locations 

and on different schedules—in other words, to 

work in more fl exible ways, lowering the trans-

action costs in market work. Telecommuting (or 

telework) is fueled by increased access to home 

computing systems, complementary telecommu-

nication devices, and cheaper implementation 

costs associated with lower-priced equipment 

and broadband services. In the United States, 26 

percent of workers used telework fully or regu-

larly in 2009. In the European Union, telework 

almost doubled in 2000–05 to reach 9 percent of 

all workers. This trend appears to refl ect broad 

practices. Data from the Netherlands suggest 

that the proportion of companies employing 

teleworkers doubled from 2003 to 2007.45

To the extent that time constraints are more 

binding for women, particularly those in fami-

lies with children (chapter 5), telework can have 

big gender impacts. Seven percent of working 

women in Europe report that they telework reg-

ularly, compared with 12 percent of men. These 

differences refl ect the fact that telework is more 

common in sectors where male employment is 

dominant. However, it is women who have ex-

perienced faster growth in telework in the past 

few years in almost every European country 

for which data is available, suggesting a stron-

ger willingness or desire among women to take 

advantage of more fl exible work arrangements 

(fi gure 6.8).

F I G U R E  6.7   Differences in Internet access and use between 
developed and developing countries are still very 
large, and gender gaps are signifi cant in some 
developed and developing countries

Source: World Telecommunication/ICT Indicators database.
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tage in female goods, gender differences in access 

to market work and persistent employment seg-

regation by gender could severely undermine 

the country’s capacity to compete internation-

ally and ultimately hamper economic growth.

Added to this economic reality is growing in-

ternational pressure for countries to grant and 

enforce formal rights for women. International 

action in this area has translated into agreements 

sponsored by international organizations, pri-

marily the International Labour Organization 

(ILO) and the United Nations (UN), followed 

by strong international pressure on countries to 

formally adhere to these agreements either di-

rectly or indirectly as part of broader trade and 

other economic agreements. 

The evidence (albeit limited) discussed in the 

following section suggests that this combination 

of home-grown and international pressure for 

greater gender equality, fostered by globaliza-

tion, has contributed to the progress of the past 

few decades.

The rising costs of (gender) discrimination 
in a global world 

Economic theory says that greater competition 

in product markets should reduce discrimina-

tion in factor (labor, capital, and land) markets.47 

In other words, stronger competitive pressures 

from greater economic integration should force 

employers to reduce costly gender (and other) 

discrimination.48 This idea is supported by data 

from the United States in the 1980s, where in-

creased competition through trade contributed 

to the relative improvement in female wages in 

concentrated industries, suggesting that trade 

benefi ted women by reducing fi rms’ ability to 

discriminate—although there are concerns that 

this decline also refl ects changes in the compo-

sition of employment in favor of more skilled 

female workers (at the expense of less skilled 

ones).49 

It is not simply the overall level of trade that 

matters for how trade openness affects gender 

equality: the comparative advantage of coun-

tries is equally important.50 New work for this 

Report shows that countries with a comparative 

advantage in female- or brain-intensive indus-

tries (fi gure 6.9)—ones employing a large share 

of female workers—face higher costs from gen-

der discrimination when they open to trade. The 

reverse holds for countries with a disadvantage 

in the production of such goods. In addition, the 

ployment in ICT-enabled jobs. This low level 

may refl ect both women’s preference for institu-

tion-based teleworking and managers’ concerns. 

In Malaysia, ICT fi rm managers reported that 

face-to-face interaction with their employees 

was essential, and in India, managers also ex-

pressed a preference for direct monitoring and 

supervision of workers.46

ADAPT OR MISS THE BOAT

Trade openness, technological diffusion, and ac-

cess to information have fundamentally changed 

the way countries interact and compete with 

each other in the global economy. Because gen-

der (and other) inequality has more costs in a 

globalized world, these changes could translate 

into stronger incentives for both fi rms and gov-

ernments to move toward gender equality. Spe-

cifi cally in countries with a comparative advan-

Mobile phones, the Internet, and more traditional communication technolo-

gies, such as radio, are providing new platforms to disseminate information 

and increase access to services among those in remote or underserved areas 

and among those with lower mobility. Because women are overrepresented in 

these groups, they tend to bene! t disproportionately from these initiatives—

even when the initiatives are not targeted to women.

Most experiments have been in banking, health, and education. A few 

examples follow. Mobile phone technology provides access to ! nancial ser-

vices, such as processing money transfers and small payments, and promotes 

savings (M-PESA in Kenya). Text messaging provides women and health work-

ers valuable information about pre- and postnatal care, nutrition (Text4Baby in 

the United States and the Russian Federation, Rapid SMS in Rwanda), and ongo-

ing treatments. Some projects allow for interactions with users, including the 

customization of services (Wawanet in Peru). And some health services have 

been combined with other tools to promote savings to pay for the cost of pre-

natal care and delivery (Mamabika, in coordination with M-PESA, in Kenya). 

Mobile phones and the Internet also promote literacy (Mobilink and United 

Nations Educational, Scienti! c, and Cultural Organization in Pakistan) and facil-

itate access to distance education, particularly higher and vocational education 

(Community Nurses in Kenya).

Beyond access to services, mobile phones and the Internet allow women to 

be more connected to each other and their communities (Project Zumbido in 

Mexico, Tostan and UNICEF in Senegal) and to have a stronger social and politi-

cal voice (Mobili-ise in Kosovo).

Most of these initiatives are fairly new and have not yet been evaluated. 

Moving forward, it will be important to learn more about what works and what 

does not in each context and to continue experimenting to fully capitalize on 

the potential power of new technologies.

B OX  6.4   Leveraging mobile and ICT technology to improve 
access to services

Sources: Franklin and others 2006; GSMA Development Fund 2010; Kanwar and Taplin 2001; Lester and 
others 2010; Melhem, Morrell, and Tandon 2009.
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to spread. Moreover, industries with high shares 

of female employment tend to be more labor 

intensive than those with low shares and to ac-

count for most export-related employment. So, 

without actions to eliminate existing barriers to 

access to markets, countries with a comparative 

advantage in female-intensive goods will lose 

ground to their competitors in global markets.

Peer pressure and international carrots 
and sticks

Since the 1960s, concerns about gender equality 

and systematic discrimination against women 

status of women should affect not just trade vol-

umes but also trade patterns in the short run.51

Indeed, gender equality appears to be higher 

in countries with larger export shares in female-

intensive goods and vice versa. Countries with 

higher female labor force participation, lower 

fertility, and higher educational attainment 

have larger export shares in sectors intensive 

in female labor. Specifi cally, moving from low 

equality (bottom quarter of the distribution 

for any of the three selected indicators) to high 

equality (top quarter) increases the global ex-

port share of sectors with high shares of female 

employment (female-intensive sectors) by 1–2 

percentage points more than that of sectors 

with low shares of female employment (non-

female-intensive sectors).52 This effect holds af-

ter accounting for gender equality and trade as 

a two-way relationship.

Furthermore, countries with a comparative 

advantage in the production of female-labor-

intensive goods have lower fertility rates and, to 

a lesser extent, higher female labor force partici-

pation and educational attainment. For instance, 

moving from low female-intensity in exports 

(bottom quarter of the distribution) to high in-

tensity (top quarter) lowers fertility by as much 

as 0.21 births per woman, or about 10 percent 

of the global total fertility rate.53 As before, the 

effect is measured after controlling for reverse 

causality between gender equality and trade.

The new research undertaken for this Report 

focused specifi cally on the relationship between 

trade and labor force participation, but other 

analysts have examined the role that wages play 

as a source of comparative advantage based on 

low costs of production, and have argued that 

in some sectors and countries low wages (par-

ticularly among women) have allowed export-

oriented industries to remain competitive.54

Yet, while it is true that wages in export fi rms in 

developing countries are frequently lower than 

those paid by fi rms in developed countries, they 

are often higher than the wages offered by other 

job opportunities in the local labor market (see 

discussion in concluding section).

That the nature of comparative advantage 

matters in understanding how trade openness 

affects gender equality has implications for pol-

icy. Since 1970, the share of female labor embed-

ded in exports in developing countries has in-

creased by about 10 percent, and most countries 

should expect further increases as ICTs continue 

F I G U R E  6.8     Telework has grown rapidly in recent years, 
particularly among female workers

Source: WDR 2012 team estimates based on European Working Conditions Survey 2000, 2001, and 2005.

Note: No data are available for Norway, Switzerland, Turkey, and the United Kingdom in 2000–01. 
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granting formal rights in several areas of wom-

en’s lives, in large part by facilitating legislation 

either where it did not exist or where existing 

laws were discriminatory and needed to be over-

turned.55 Some evidence also shows that partici-

pation in CEDAW has improved women’s lit-

eracy levels, labor force participation rates, and 

parliamentary representation—and in some 

cases has reduced absolute gender inequalities.56

But legal reform, however necessary to ensure 

full equality for women, is often not suffi cient in 

the absence of adequate enforcement (chapter 

4), so efforts to ensure de facto reform should 

continue.

Trade and other economic agreements have 

provided a second channel for international pres-

sure to elicit domestic action on gender equality. 

These documents often include antidiscrimina-

tory and social clauses, linking a country’s access 

to the economic benefi ts in the agreement to ad-

herence to certain minimum standards. This is 

the case in trade agreements, such as the North 

American Agreement on Labor Cooperation 

in the North American Free Trade Agreement, 

and agreements regulating member accession to 

economic zones, such as the European Union. 

For enforcement, these agreements have an ad-

have gained momentum internationally, lead-

ing to both the drafting of a number of self-

standing international treaties and conventions 

and the inclusion of nondiscriminatory clauses 

in several broader-purpose economic agree-

ments. These conventions and agreements have 

also fostered legislative action toward higher 

gender equality around the world.

The most prominent among the international 

treaties is the Convention on the Elimination of 

All Forms of Discrimination against Women 

(CEDAW), adopted in 1979 by the UN General 

Assembly. As of August 2011, 187 countries (of 

a total of 193 UN member nations) were par-

ties to the convention (fi gure 6.10). The coun-

tries that had not yet become party at that time 

were the Islamic Republic of Iran, Palau, Soma-

lia, South Sudan, Sudan, Tonga, and the United 

States. The ILO conventions C.100 (equal remu-

neration for equal work) and C.111 (elimina-

tion of discrimination on employment and oc-

cupation) have also been widely ratifi ed around 

the world.

These treaties and conventions have become 

the primary international vehicle for monitor-

ing and advocating for nondiscrimination, and 

their ratifi cation has spurred progress toward 

F I G U R E  6.9   The share of female employment varies 
signifi cantly across industries

Source: Do, Levchenko, and Raddatz 2011.
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ultimately promoting more egalitarian views. 

The evidence on this effect is more limited and 

tentative than that in previous sections but suf-

fi ciently suggestive (we think) to merit some 

discussion here, in the spirit of spurring further 

work on these issues.

Women turned income earners may be able 

to leverage their new position to change gender 

roles in their households by infl uencing the al-

location of time and resources among house-

hold members, shifting relative power within 

the households, and more broadly exercising 

stronger agency. In fact, women appear to gain 

more control over their income by working in 

export-oriented activities, although the impact 

on well-being and agency is more positive for 

women working in manufacturing and away 

from their male relatives than for those work-

ing in agriculture. Women in factories feel their 

status has improved.61 They are more likely to 

vantage over international conventions in that 

economic considerations and, in some cases, the 

threat of potential sanctions may motivate oth-

erwise reluctant countries to accept and imple-

ment some minimum standards. For example, 

countries more open to trade also have better 

economic rights for women and a lower inci-

dence of forced labor.57

Pressure from media and consumers in de-

veloped countries can also lead multinational 

fi rms to offer better working conditions to their 

workers in developing countries. For instance, 

both wages and nonwage working conditions 

(such as hours worked, accidents, contractual 

characteristics, work environment, and other 

benefi ts) among formal workers (most of them 

women) in the export textile and apparel indus-

tries in Cambodia, El Salvador, and Indonesia 

were found to be at or above the average in the 

rest of the economy.58 Similarly, antisweatshop 

campaigns in Indonesia led to large wage in-

creases in foreign-owned and export fi rms, with 

some costs to the fi rms in the form of reduced 

investment, falling profi ts, and increased prob-

ability of closure for smaller plants, but no sig-

nifi cant impact on employment.59

Important challenges remain in working 

conditions for those outside formal employment 

(box 6.5). In the end, a combination of differ-

ent strategies—including social clauses in trade 

agreements, corporate codes of conduct, and the 

ILO’s “decent work” approach—is needed. Social 

clauses put the onus for workers’ rights on the 

governments of exporting countries rather than 

on the companies that dominate global produc-

tion systems. Codes of conduct put the burden on 

corporations, but they are usually voluntary and 

may not address the behavior of subcontractors 

and others involved in the production of export 

goods. Finally, the ILO aims to engage with gov-

ernments, fi rms, and workers, but its only tools 

are dialogue and persuasion.60 So a combination 

of all three may be the most desirable.

GLOBALIZATION COULD ALSO 

PROMOTE MORE EGALITARIAN 

GENDER ROLES AND NORMS

The changes unleashed by globalization—espe-

cially the greater access to economic opportu-

nities and information among women—could 

also infl uence existing gender roles and norms, 

In the public’s mind, increasing global economic integration and moving pro-

duction to developing countries have been associated with low wages, long 

hours, and poor working conditions. Public opinion in developed countries 

generally connects globalization with sweatshops where child labor is com-

mon and workers are denied the most basic rights. Frequently, it is argued that 

women are especially hurt by this process. The fact that workers willingly take 

this type of job is usually explained by the lack of better options and the 

destruction of their traditional ways of life caused by globalization.

In reality, the impact of trade liberalization on working conditions varies 

across ! rms, sectors, and countries. In some cases, trade openness and eco-

nomic integration have led to the adoption of higher work standards, particu-

larly for formal workers. For example, wages and nonwage working conditions 

for formal workers in the export textile and apparel industries in Cambodia, 

El  Salvador, and Indonesia matched or exceeded the economy’s average.a 

Increased trade openness also appears to be correlated with better economic 

rights for women and lower incidence of forced labor.b

In other cases, however, low wages and poor working conditions are part of 

a broader strategy to keep costs low. This is particularly true for workers oper-

ating under subcontracting arrangements with local ! rms where there is no 

control over working conditions—and may be especially detrimental to 

women, who are overrepresented in the informal sector.c In India, Pakistan, the 

Philippines, Sri Lanka, and Thailand, subcontracted workers su# ered from pre-

carious job security, an almost total absence of bene! ts, and a general impos-

sibility to organize and ! ght for their rights. Yet in many cases, subcontracted 

work was the only possible paid employment that women could take that 

meshed with family responsibilities or social norms.d

B OX  6.5   Globalization and working conditions—
Some progress, but more needs to be done

a. Robertson and others 2009.
b. Neumayer and De Soysa 2007.
c. Carr and Chen 2004.
d. Balakrishnan 2002.
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pacts are quite large. For example, cable televi-

sion decreased the differences in attitudes and 

behaviors between urban and rural areas by 

45–70 percent. The effects appeared quickly, 

with observable impacts in the fi rst year follow-

ing cable’s introduction.

Interestingly, and somewhat contrary to stan-

dard notions about gender roles and women’s 

agency in the household, the evidence discussed 

here suggests that under some circumstances ex-

posure to information can induce large and fast 

change. This fi nding is consistent with work on 

the broader impact of media exposure, which 

typically fi nds that such exposure leads to sig-

nifi cant and rapid changes in behavior such as 

contraceptive use, pregnancy, and latrine build-

ing, as well as the perception of the status of 

one’s village.67

Access to economic opportunities has also 

brought change in the public sphere. In Bangla-

desh, the employment of hundreds of thousands 

of women in the ready-made garment industry 

feminized the urban public space, creating more 

gender-equitable norms for women’s public 

mobility and access to public institutions.68 In 

the process, Bangladeshi women had to rede-

fi ne and negotiate the terms of purdah, typically 

reinterpreting it as a state of mind in contrast 

to its customary expression as physical absence 

from the public space, modest clothing, and 

quiet demeanor.69

The impact of ICTs and access to information 

on gender norms and, more broadly, gender in 

the public sphere is more mixed. The spread of 

ICTs has empowered women socially and politi-

cally by increasing access to networks (box 6.4 

and chapter 8). For instance, activist networks in 

Africa and Latin America have used the Internet 

to increase public awareness about questions of 

gender inequality.70 But the network structure 

also allows women to become actors without 

fundamentally changing their local conditions 

or their role in their households, bypassing con-

straints rather than confronting them—in other 

words, the transformative power of technology 

is manifest in a parallel universe.71 The tension 

between immobile personal circumstances and 

greater awareness and public presence could 

provide fertile terrain for further change. But 

such change will require a critical mass of 

women with access to the Internet and other in-

formation sources.72

marry and have their fi rst baby later than other 

women of similar socioeconomic status and to 

have better quality housing and access to mod-

ern infrastructure.62 They also report greater 

self-esteem and decision-making capacity, with 

benefi ts extending to other family members.63 In 

contrast, women in agriculture have not experi-

enced signifi cant changes in decision-making 

capacity or agency as a result of commercializa-

tion and higher export orientation, even when 

typical “women’s crops” are promoted.64

Beyond the economic sphere, increased access 

to information, primarily through higher expo-

sure to television and the Internet, has also ex-

posed many in developing countries to the roles 

women play in other parts of the world, which 

may affect gender roles and outcomes (chapter 

4). For instance, in Brazil, a country where soap 

opera watching is ubiquitous and cuts across 

social classes, the presence of the Globo signal 

(a television channel that offers many popular 

Brazilian soap operas) has led to lower fertil-

ity, measured as the number of live births for 

women ages 15–49.65 The effect is about one-

tenth that of being married—and comparable 

to the effect of an increase of 1 doctor or nurse 

per 1,000 people or of two additional years of 

education. In other words, it is signifi cant.

Similarly, evidence from rural India suggests 

that gender attitudes among villagers changed 

with cable television.66 Women with access to 

cable were less likely than others to express a 

son preference or to report that it is acceptable 

for a husband to beat his wife. Behaviors tra-

ditionally associated with women’s status also 

changed—women reported more autonomy 

(able to go outside without permission and to 

participate in household decision making) and 

lower fertility. As in the Brazil study, the im-

I would like to be better [than my mother]. 

In their time, there was no education and they 

were not aware of the world around them. 

Nowadays, we have access to the Internet and 

other media. We can improve our lives and do 

better things.

Young woman, Sudan

“

”
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engineers, system analysts, and designers (chap-

ter 3).75 Data from the Organisation for Eco-

nomic Co-operation and Development (OECD) 

suggest that women represent a small percentage 

of all ICT-related employment and, within the 

sector, are underrepresented in managerial, sci-

entifi c, and professional positions and overrep-

resented in offi ce and secretarial occupations.76 

These differences are important because ICT 

skills are among the driving forces for techno-

logical development, and growth and employ-

ment in these areas is expected to rise over time. 

Second, gender differences in care responsi-

bilities can prevent women from seizing new ag-

ricultural and wage opportunities in the export 

sector if no other household members can take 

on their duties. That is particularly true when 

new opportunities arise in large farms or the for-

mal sector, where a premium is placed on longer 

work hours and a fi xed schedule. Studies of the 

cut fl ower industry in Ecuador, export proc-

essing zones in Guatemala, nontraditional and 

high-value exports in Kenya, and rural- urban 

linkages in Malaysia all point to the presence 

of other female members in the household as 

a determinant of women’s participation in new 

opportunities created by trade.77 These other 

female household members may be mothers or 

elder daughters available to take on household 

duties relinquished by women who go out to 

work. Very little is known about their circum-

stances and the price they pay for the realloca-

tion of housework and care in the household.78

Third, women’s weaker property rights in 

land and limited access to productive inputs 

also constrain their capacity to benefi t from 

trade openness. This problem has been particu-

larly perverse in Africa, where natural resources 

and agricultural products account for a large 

fraction of exports.79 In Senegal, only 1 of 59 

french bean farmers (export crop) is a woman80 

OLD PROBLEMS, EMERGING RISKS

The rising tide of globalization has not lifted 

everybody. Gender differences in endowments, 

time use patterns, access to productive inputs, 

and agency have muted positive impacts for 

some and, at times, added to inequalities be-

tween men and women and among women. 

Even among those who have benefi ted from 

higher access to economic opportunities, old 

patterns of employment segregation by gender 

can emerge. Signs of defeminization of (formal) 

employment in some countries, industries, and 

occupations—combined with increased infor-

mality—suggest that some of the gains may not 

be sustainable.

Public action to close gender gaps in agency, 

endowments, and access to economic opportu-

nities is thus necessary for countries to fully cap-

italize on the potential of globalization as a force 

for development and greater gender equality.

When “old” gaps meet new trends, 
disadvantaged women are left 
farther behind

Women caught at the intersection of “old” 

gender gaps (in endowments, time availa-

bility,  access to productive resources, and 

agency) and the new forces unleashed by 

 globalization risk falling farther behind both 

men and women who have managed to bene-

fi t from trade openness, technological change, 

and access to information.

First, gender differences in education have 

limited women’s access to new employment 

opportunities. In agriculture, besides having 

a positive impact on productivity (chapter 5), 

education affects farmers’ capacity to adopt im-

proved seed varieties and fertilizer73 and, more 

broadly, to comply with output standards and 

other important factors that determine access to 

the nontraditional and high-value export sector. 

Because of lower education levels, female pro-

ducers experience more constraints in access-

ing international markets than male producers 

in Samoa and in Mozambique and other Sub-

Saharan countries.74 Insuffi cient education and 

skills have also impeded access to export and 

ICT-enabled jobs in the service sector.

Education sorting along gender lines has also 

limited female presence in occupations directly 

related to ICTs, such as computer programmers, 

There is tailoring and embroidery 

work, but people will fi nd the 

best jobs by having computer skills, 

and that is still not provided to 

women.

Adult woman, Afghanistan

“

”
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intensifi ed competitive pressures and facilitated 

by the spread of ICTs, these changes have con-

tributed to the defeminization and informaliza-

tion of employment in export-oriented sectors.

 In many cases, recapitalization has reduced 

employment opportunities for unskilled, pri-

marily female, workers. Men are perceived to 

have the education and skills to manage new 

generalized technologies, while women are 

pushed to smaller subcontracting fi rms. It is 

not clear, however, what prevents women from 

benefi ting from upgrading and shifting pro-

duction toward skill-intensive goods because 

gender educational gaps are quickly narrowing 

in many countries. One possible explanation is 

that signifi cant differences still exist between 

men and women in the content of their edu-

cation and their nonformal skills, including 

sector-specifi c experience and access to on-the-

job training.86

The struggle for greater fl exibility in produc-

tion has made informal working arrangements 

more common, affecting women disproportion-

ately.87 In India, the decline in women’s share 

of industrial employment (from 21.3 percent 

in 1989–90 to 17.5 percent in 1994–95) despite 

high export growth was associated with an in-

crease in subcontracting to home-based workers 

or small manufacturers that work on a piece-rate 

basis.88 Although more fl exible working alterna-

tives may allow women to better balance work 

and home responsibilities, the advantages of 

such arrangements need to be assessed against 

their potential negative impact on wages and 

other benefi ts.89

Greater fl exibility has in some cases also led 

to higher turnover and job instability. In Turkey, 

where women benefi ted from the gender gap 

in net job creation in the export sectors, female 

employment was more volatile than men’s.90 

Similarly, in Colombia, workers employed in 

less protected sectors have shorter job tenure 

and are less likely to fi nd work in the formal sec-

tor, but these differences are only temporary and 

not affected by gender.91

Perhaps most worrisome about these trends 

is the realization that old patterns of employ-

ment segregation by gender can quickly emerge 

in these new industries and occupations. So, 

what initially seemed to be a break from estab-

lished gender roles in the labor market ends up 

proving in some cases to be a short-lived devia-

tion. Moreover, the segregation of women seems 

while in Meru, Kenya, more than 90 percent of 

export contracts were issued to male household 

members.81

Fourth, conservative gender norms for mo-

bility and women’s role in the economic sphere 

can disproportionately affect women’s access to 

technology (including ICTs) and more broadly 

to information. At home, men often regulate 

the family radio, mobile phone, or television, 

controlling when and how other family mem-

bers can use them.82 At work, men may deter-

mine that operating a plow or a computer is not 

something women should be allowed to learn. 

Even technology programs that target women 

can be co-opted by men once their utility and 

profi tability are established—so women who do 

gain access to the technology do not see its eco-

nomic benefi ts.83

Given that the number of private Internet 

connections in developing countries is still low, 

women’s access to ICTs and information is also 

affected by the geographic location of public In-

ternet centers. When Internet centers are a long 

way from residential communities or in unsafe 

neighborhoods, women are less likely to frequent 

them. Beyond safety, women’s access can also be 

inhibited when services are offered in settings 

and institutions that women are unlikely to visit 

or when men and women are expected to share 

the same space. In a 2000 study, 72 percent of 

Arab female Internet users declared that home 

was their preferred place of access.84

Are gains for women sustainable? 
Segregation in new industries and 
occupations

Signs of defeminization of employment in some 

sectors and occupations, together with concerns 

about growing informality among women em-

ployed in export-oriented sectors, have raised 

concerns about whether the segregation ob-

served in nonexport sectors is emerging in new 

industries and occupations.

Production in export sectors has changed in 

the past few decades in two ways. First, fi rms 

have recapitalized to adopt production systems 

based on generalized rather than specialized 

equipment, shifting comparative advantages 

in export-oriented manufacturing from labor-

intensive to capital-intensive technology. Second, 

fi rms have reorganized production to be more 

fl exible, by lowering costs, shortening lead times, 

and differentiating product lines.85 Fostered by 
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For example, women in Indonesia perceive 

employment in large-scale export-oriented 

factories as prestigious, because it pays higher 

wages and offers better working conditions 

than jobs in the domestic nonexport sector and 

local services. Although educated women as-

pire to nonmanual service employment (such 

as teaching and tourism), employment in large 

export- oriented factories seems to offer the 

best short-term alternative.94 Similarly, despite 

the problems faced by female agricultural 

workers in global production, especially those 

with fl exible and informal work, many still ex-

press a preference for this kind of work over the 

alternatives.95

But persistent gender differences in endow-

ments, time availability, access to productive 

inputs and agency, and pervasive employment 

segregation by gender, mean that not all women 

have fully benefi ted from the economic oppor-

tunities brought about by globalization. And 

even among women who did benefi t, remaining 

gaps, primarily in wages and working condi-

tions, still need to be closed.

to arise as (exporting) fi rms move up the value 

chain through recapitalization and retooling of 

workers, both normally associated with higher 

productivity and better wages.

IS THE GLASS HALF FULL OR 

HALF EMPTY? THE NEED FOR 

PUBLIC ACTION

What, then, are we to conclude from the discus-

sion in this chapter? The evidence suggests that 

employment in the export sector represents an 

attractive option for a large number of women 

in the developing world.92 These jobs enable 

women to contribute to household income, 

increase their economic empowerment within 

the household, and allow for greater social 

 participation. They sometimes also offer access 

to  government and community-support pro-

grams, which would otherwise be inaccessible.93 

So, even where there are negative work attri-

butes, there are also many positives, and women 

may still prefer this work to the alternatives.

WHAT WE SEE

The forces unleashed by trade openness, technological change and 

di# usion, and increased access to information have lifted some of 

the constraints to greater equality. Not everyone has bene! ted, 

however, and it is often women, for whom existing constraints are 

most binding, who are left behind.

WHY WE SEE THIS

Increased access to economic opportunities

Trade openness and the spread of information and communication 

technologies (ICTs) have increased women’s access to economic 

opportunities and in some cases increased their wages relative to 

men’s. Growth in export and ICT-enabled sectors, together with a 

decline in the importance of physical strength and a rise in the 

importance of cognitive skills, has increased the demand for female 

labor. ICT has also increased access to markets among female farm-

ers and entrepreneurs by easing time and mobility constraints.

Stronger incentives for action

Several factors associated with a more global world strengthen the 

incentives for action toward greater gender equality. Gender in -

equality is more costly in an integrated world because it diminishes 

a country’s ability to compete internationally—particularly if the 

country specializes in female-intensive goods and services. Interna-

tional peer pressure has also led more countries than ever to ratify 

treaties against discrimination, while growing media exposure and 

consumers’ demands for better treatment of workers has pushed 

multinationals toward fairer wages and better working conditions 

for women.

Shifting gender roles and norms

Increased access to information, primarily through wider exposure 

to television and the Internet, allows countries to learn about life 

and social mores in other places—knowledge that can change per-

ceptions and ultimately promote adoption of more egalitarian atti-

tudes. And increased economic empowerment for women can rein-

force this process by promoting changes in gender roles and 

allowing newly empowered women to in$ uence time allocation, 

shift relative power within the household, and exercise agency more 

broadly.

WHAT THIS MEANS FOR POLICY

In the absence of public policy, globalization alone cannot and will 

not make gender inequality go away. Despite signi! cant increases in 

agency and in access to economic opportunities for many women in 

many countries, large gaps remain in some areas. Public action 

aimed at closing existing gender gaps in endowments, agency, and 

access to economic opportunities is therefore necessary for coun-

tries to fully capitalize on the potential of globalization as a force for 

development and greater gender equality.

C H A P T E R  S U M M A R Y      Globalization has the potential to contribute to greater 
gender equality
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S P R E A D  3    Changing ages, changing bodies, changing times—Adolescent boys 
and girls

A
cross urban and rural communities in eight 

countries, 800 girls and boys between the ages of 

11 and 17 talked about their everyday life, their 

use of time, their aspirations and hopes for the future, 

and what it means to be a girl or a boy today.1 Aware of 

the demands and opportunities of today’s world, boys 

and girls deeply value education and aspire to good jobs. 

Their answers and conversations also bring to light how 

early in life gender differences emerge and how expected 

gender roles and behaviors permeate all aspects of their 

everyday lives—from their relation with their parents to 

their evaluation of each other. That includes their defi ni-

tions of what constitutes appropriate behavior—what it 

means to be a good or bad girl, a good or bad boy (spread 

fi gure 3.1).

Dedicating effort to study and doing well in school 

are defi ning attributes of good girls and boys alike and 

one of their main responsibilities. Second to school for 

girls comes helping at home. Other markers of a good 

girl include individual character traits—such as being 

obedient and respectful. In contrast, lack of modesty in 

dress and going out without a specifi c purpose or stay-

ing out late are perceived as inappropriate behavior for 

girls. For boys, risky behaviors—smoking, drinking, 

drug use—are central in the defi nition of a bad boy, and 

a good boy is defi ned as a boy who does not have these 

behaviors. 

Adolescents and their parents alike place a high value 

on education. Most of the adolescents surveyed were 

attending school at the time of the survey, except for a 

quarter of the girls and boys participating in India. These 

girls and boys had left school at different stages from 

grades 1 to 10, the majority around grade 5 or 6. The 

girls left school to help at home or in home agricultural 

production, while boys left to work as painters, carpen-

ters, and mechanics in urban areas and as agricultural 

workers in rural communities. 

In all cases, the adolescents’ participation in school 

and their decision to leave largely depended on parental 

views about education, which have changed over time, 

particularly for daughters, as a woman from the Red Sea 

region in North Sudan narrates: 

I was born in 1963 in a middle-income family of a 

Bega tribe. Things were very different then. When I 

became seven years of age, I began to help my mother 

in home farming and household duties. Women in 

our area do not work in farms but they help in seed-

ing and harvesting. I did not go to school, because 

there was no school in our village. Also, there was no 

girl’s education, and there was not one educated girl 

in our area. It was believed that girls’ education was 

shameful. When I was 17 years old, they married 

me to my cousin without asking me. We had seven 

children, three girls and four boys. All my daughters 

started school but only one of them passed grade 4 

and continues studying. . . . I hope, God willing, that 

she would continue and complete her education to 

the highest level reached by any girl in the village. 

Yes, now I have changed my ideas to education, espe-

cially to girls’ education.

Girls and boys have the expectation that getting an 

education will give them a better future than their par-

ents had and that it will allow them to meet their aspi-

rations: “School is very important, I see my big brothers 

who are civil servants and I want to be like them” (young 

man, Burkina Faso). “Education lets us join the modern 

world, and offers us better jobs now; in the past it was not 

important since our people were farmers and were not pay-

ing attention to their future or look[ing] to change their 

present” (young man, North Sudan). “Brighter future, less 

hard work than being farmers, better economic life” (young 

man, Vietnam). “Complete education up to university to 

get a job, then become an educated mother” (young woman, 

North Sudan).

But they are also aware that they may not reach the 

education levels they wish. When asked to compare their 

desires with reality, all girls surveyed in Bhutan, Burkina 

Faso, and the Republic of Yemen said they would like to 

attain at least a college degree, but rural girls are aware 

that their schooling is unlikely to extend beyond second-

ary level, if they are lucky. Fijian girls and girls from the 

West Bank and Gaza feel that they will meet their dream 

of a college degree. The overwhelming majority of girls 

in India aspire to a degree, but when asked about how 

far they are really likely to go in their education, answers 

vary, and some think they may just make it to secondary 

school and not fulfi ll their dreams to become doctors, 

lawyers, or engineers. Boys too aspire to college and pro-

fessional degrees, but in Burkina Faso and rural Fiji, they 

are aware that many will not make it past primary school. 

And while some Gaza boys share dreams of advanced 

tertiary education, they know they are likely to stop their 

schooling at secondary level. Some boys from Burkina 

Faso do not really want to go beyond primary levels. And 
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boys in the Dominican Republic share the perception 

that studying is not the best path to a better future. 

The reasons that explain the gap between their wishes 

and reality range from physical distance to economic 

hardship to gender roles. Distance and lack of infrastruc-

ture affects boys and girls alike, but girls have more dif-

fi culties when there is no school in their village or when 

their friends start dropping out and they have no peers 

to join them on their journey to school. In all places, girls 

face more mobility restrictions than boys do. Boys and 

girls are also affected by their family’s economic situa-

tion. Boys leave school to contribute to family income, 

girls to help at home. In these cases, the number and or-

der of children play a role in parents’ decisions. “If pos-

sible, all the children are sent to school; if there is a fi nancial 

problem, younger children are sent to school and older kids 

are sent to work,” a boy in India pointed out. Girls from 

other communities in the country offered similar expla-

nations. 

Gender differences also play in the decision to leave 

school. In Bhutan, Burkina Faso, India, North Sudan, and 

the Republic of Yemen, girls leave school to prepare for 
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S P R E A D  F I G U R E  3.1   Characteristics of good girls/boys and bad girls/boys

Source: WDR 2012 team calculations, based on “Defi ning Gender in the 21st Century: A Multi-Country Assessment” (dataset).

a.  Good girl b.  Good boy

c.  Bad girl d.  Bad boy
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but not always: “I got married when I was 10 years old, 

and I had a child when I was 15 years old. . . . This is not 

the right age. It is good only if they have a child at the age 

of 18 or more. It is good for a girl to have a child when she 

is able to think what is right and what is wrong” (young 

woman, India). In the Dominican Republic most girls say 

that they start having sex—and becoming mothers—at 

age 13. “A friend of mine is 11, and she is pregnant,” said 

a girl from Santo Domingo. In Tanzania, the average age 

for fi rst pregnancy was seen to be 15. “But there are girls 

who have got their fi rst child at the age of 12,” said a young 

woman. “Sometimes you can die for having a baby this 

early,” recognized another girl in Liberia.

Most surprising, no adolescent girl or boy in any dis-

cussion group indicated that childbirth at such a young 

age was desirable or acceptable. In fact, when asked about 

the ideal and desired age to start a family, most said age 

18 or older for both marriage and childbirth. There were 

no reports of boys under the age of 15 becoming fathers, 

and they recognize that they begin their sexual activity 

later than girls. In Peru, where 16 was the youngest age 

of sexual activity reported for boys, early onset of sexual 

relations also determines early household formation; 

while couples do not formally marry, they start cohab-

iting once the girl is pregnant, acknowledging that the 

pregnancy is “a shared mistake,” as a boy called it.

Having a boyfriend or a girlfriend at an early age was 

part of what groups defi ned as bad behavior. For boys, 

bad behavior extends to bad habits and bad company. 

Violence and smoking or drinking were frequently men-

tioned, as was participation in gangs and in groups of 

boys that bully other boys or harass girls in the street (see 

spread fi gure 3.1). The bad company was associated with 

boys staying out late more often; increasing their expo-

sure to drugs, alcohol, and other bad habits; and losing 

interest in their studies. While girls are pulled into the 

house, boys are pushed out of it. This freedom of move-

ment puts boys more at risk than girls. “The boys are 

happy when they are a free man and the girls are happy to 

be in their home,” said boys in North Sudan. “Boys, they 

take their bikes and scoot off and roam around in villages 

here and there” (young man, Fiji). “Boys can infl uence 

each other into becoming more violent. Girls aren’t violent 

at all” (adolescent boy, West Bank and Gaza). “Boys are 

in gangs and fi ght each other with machetes, stones, and 

guns” (adolescent boys, Dominican Republic). 

Girls are more restricted to the home space. Boys and 

girls say that girls enjoy being at home or spending time 

with their friends “We feel happy when we play together 

or we mingle with friends, the feeling of togetherness makes 

us happy” (young woman, India). But some of these per-

ceptions are related to specifi c restrictions on girls’ abil-

ity to move about freely and to have free time. “They 

future marital duties, to keep them safe from danger, or 

to prevent unwanted pregnancies: “My boyfriend got in 

the way of my education when I got in the 6th grade, I got 

pregnant” (young woman, Liberia). “It was my own fault. 

I had a boyfriend and got pregnant while still in school. I 

left school and had to stay home” (young woman, Papua 

New Guinea).

Prevalent views of gender roles and binding social 

norms shape adolescents’ daily lives. The expectation is 

that girls will help in the house, and their responsibility 

for certain chores means that, in general, girls enjoy less 

free time than boys. Across four communities in Burkina 

Faso, it was unanimously recognized that “boys devote 

more time to having a good time because they have more 

free time, they don’t have to wash or prepare food.” A group 

of girls in the Dominican Republic complained, “We 

have to clean the fl oors, we have to wash, we have to look 

after our siblings, we have so many things to do!!” Almah, 

from rural Papua New Guinea, explains, “Boys do noth-

ing to help. They look for their friends to tell stories, and 

roam the streets the whole day, chewing gum, listening to 

music, sleeping, and resting. Girls take care of all household 

chores, collect fi rewood, and fetch water. Daughters have to 

take over housework, and they have no free time.” Sangay, 

a boy from Bhutan, agrees, “Girls spend most of the time 

working at home and they play less, whereas boys play more 

and work less at our age.”

While boys are expected to help, their tasks are more 

contained and take less of their time: “Boys don’t have spe-

cifi c tasks to do. They go shopping within the neighborhood 

whenever that is needed, but this doesn’t take more than 

an hour daily.” “I would help at home if I am requested to 

do, but nobody asks me” (young man, North Sudan). And 

while they devote some of their free time to studying, 

boys say they would like to have ways to use their time 

in a more productive way, in part responding to social 

norms of their future roles as income providers for their 

households: “I would like to work more and play less Nin-

tendo” (young man, Dominican Republic). “Rather than 

staying at home and doing nothing, I would be happy if I 

could get money and start a small business” (South Africa). 

“We would very much like to get a job or anything useful 

to use our free time” (West Bank and Gaza). “We want to 

engage in activities that will bring income” (Afghanistan). 

Adolescence, a time to transition into adulthood, is 

also a time when many form a family and have children. 
In two of every fi ve communities in all 19 countries in the 

assessment, young women said that girls are often mar-

ried and have children before they reach age 17. In 11 of 

the 19 countries, young women said marriage and child-

birth was common for girls under the age of 15, more 

so in rural than urban settings. The early onset of sexual 

activity was in some cases associated with early marriage, 
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NOTE

1.  The WDR2012 Qualitative Assessment included 19 econo-

mies (the complete country list can be found in Spread 1, 

note 1). Specifi c focus groups with adolescents were con-

ducted in a subsample of 8 economies including Bhutan, 

Burkina Faso, the Dominican Republic, Fiji, India, North 

Sudan, West Bank and Gaza, and the Republic of Yemen. In 

many other countries, adolescents participated in interviews 

with young women.

have more freedom to be out, girls have limits.” “Girls are 

afraid that if they go out something can happen to them or 

they can get raped,” said girls and boys in the Dominican 

Republic. Their peers in other countries agree: “Boys can 

be as free as they wish and that is alright. Girls cannot 

go out in the evening. Boys can go anywhere they wish” 

(Indonesia). “Boys are free to move around the commu-

nity. Wherever they go they don’t worry and no one ques-

tions them” (Republic of Yemen). “Girls have to fi nd fun 

inside the house because they are not allowed to go out like 

the boys” (West Bank and Gaza). “Women should stay 

home. . . . It is preferred to be at home and not go out on 

the street or any other place” (North Sudan).

But girls are willing and open to challenge the norms 

that confi ne them to the domestic sphere. While young 

men have a more traditional view of the role of women 

in the household, girls aspire to a different life from their 

mothers and want to combine productive and reproduc-

tive tasks (spread fi gure 3.2). While admiring the hard-

working nature, devotion, and care of their mothers, 

most girls whose mothers were housewives do not want 

to replicate that in the future. Many boys also want their 

sisters and future wives to have a different life from their 

mother: “She works at home, she is also fi nancially sup-

porting the family, she has more responsibilities at home. 

If my father comes home drunk, he might verbally and 

physically abuse her [but] she has always encouraged the 

boys to dream. We can’t face so many diffi culties, we don’t 

want that kind of life” (young boy, India). “Our mothers’ 

lives were diffi cult,” said a group of girls in Fiji. “They 

stay home and have a lot of responsibilities—look after 

kids, household chores, cooking and cleaning and work on 

farms;” “[we want] better education and advanced job in 

life . . . education fi rst and then work and get married last 

[not at a young age like their mother’s did].”

S P R E A D  F I G U R E  3.2   Adolescents’ opinions on 
women’s roles

Source: WDR 2012 team calculations, based on “Defi ning Gender in the 21st Century: A Multi-
Country Assessment” (dataset).
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The role of and potential for 
public action  

PART III



he analysis in Part 2 points to four priority areas for pub-

lic action: reducing excess female mortality, especially in 

infancy and early childhood and in reproductive years; 

closing earnings and productivity gaps between women and 

men; shrinking gender differences in voice in households and in 

society; and limiting the reproduction of gender inequality over 

time, whether it is transmitted through endowments, economic 

opportunities, or agency. Gender gaps in these four areas persist 

despite economic development, thus providing a strong ratio-

nale for public action. 

Part 3 of the Report is concerned with three questions: How 

to choose the right policies? What would enable the successful 

implementation of these policies? How can the international 

development community support policies for greater gender 

equality? The discussion starts with a detailed description of 

policy options for addressing the four priority areas for action, 

complemented with concrete illustrations of their use in various 

country contexts (chapter 7). An examination of the political 

economy of gender reforms follows, emphasizing the issues that 

distinguish reform in this area from other types of redistributive 

or equality-enhancing reforms (chapter 8). We end by proposing 

a global agenda for action (chapter 9).

CHOOSING THE RIGHT POLICIES

Policy makers can choose interventions that work through mar-

kets and through formal and informal institutions. The policies 

can also vary with the problem being tackled. For the market, 

prices can be altered through a range of taxes and subsidies. For 

formal institutions, laws can be changed or better enforced, and 

the level and quality of service provision can be enhanced. Poli-

cies are typically more indirect when targeting informal insti-

tutions, particularly social norms: examples include providing 

information and facilitating the formation of groups.

Chapter 7 illustrates how the framework in Part 2 helps reduce 

the complexity of policy choice and design in three ways. First, it 

focuses policy attention on the gender gaps of greatest concern. 

Second, it shifts attention from symptoms to determinants so 

that policies target the root cause of the problem rather than its 

most apparent manifestation. Third, it provides guidance about 

the most binding constraints and the potential entry point(s) 

for policy action. Where mutually reinforcing constraints exist, 

it highlights the need to sequence or combine interventions.

In each of the priority areas, the chapter looks at experi-

ences across diverse countries––rich and developing––with 

different policies. In evaluating and recommending policies, 

we rely as far as possible on rigorous evidence, including from 

impact evaluations where these exist. We are thus able to dis-

tinguish between policies (such as conditional cash transfers 

to improve educational access or job placement programs to 

promote wage employment) regarding which there is more 

and better evidence and other interventions where less is 

known (such as measures to improve women’s access to jus-

tice or ways of reducing unintended pregnancies among ado-

lescent girls). 

By looking beyond policies targeted at the underlying 

causes of persistent gender equality, chapter 7 also illustrates 

how the framework can inform effective and strategic gender 

mainstreaming. Many policies are not concerned directly with 

gender but may nonetheless infl uence gender relations within 

the household and society. Ignoring these links can make in-

terventions less effective in achieving their goals. And in some 

circumstances, taking account of gender-differentiated im-

pacts can make it possible to use policy as a way of enhancing 

gender equality. 

ENABLING POLICY IMPLEMENTATION

Designing appropriate policies is just the fi rst step toward 

greater gender equality. Implementing them effectively is 

equally important. Chapter 8 looks at the experience of a 

range of countries to highlight the main aspects of the politi-

cal economy of gender reform. 

Two characteristics of gender reforms are likely to spark 

opposition that needs to be managed if positive change is to 

result. First, as with all reforms, they redistribute resources 

and power between groups in society, including between men 

and women. So, even when the reforms enhance economic ef-

fi ciency, some groups may lose. Second, gender reforms often 

challenge powerful societal norms and beliefs regarding gen-

der roles. 

The chapter highlights four political economy issues that 

are especially relevant to gender equality. First, it is essential 

to build coalitions that mobilize around the reforms and cata-

lyze broad-based support. While state action is at the center of 

gender policy reform, coalitions that include nonstate actors 
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ments, civil society organizations, and international institu-

tions working in concert—can enhance the scope for and 

impact of domestic policies. Chapter 9 discusses the moti-

vation for actions by the international community as com-

plements to country-level efforts and where those actions 

should focus. 

Global action for gender equality is warranted for three 

reasons. First, progress on some fronts, such as addressing 

the root causes of excess female mortality, requires channel-

ing more resources from rich to developing countries, espe-

cially the poorest and most fragile countries. Second, effective 

action sometimes requires the production of a public good, 

such as the generation or dissemination of new knowledge. 

And third, international coordination among a large number 

of countries and institutions can promote the adoption and 

enhance the overall effectiveness of policies, for instance by 

building momentum and pressure for domestic action.

Chapter 9 concludes that this global agenda should focus 

on areas where our analysis has pointed to the largest intrin-

sic gender gaps, where the potential development payoff is 

greatest, and where these gaps persist with income growth. 

So, the international community should focus its efforts on 

complementing countries’ actions in the four priority areas 

identifi ed in this Report: reducing excess female mortality 

and closing education gaps where they remain; improving 

access to economic opportunities for women; increasing 

women’s voice and agency in the household and in society; 

and limiting the reproduction of gender inequality across 

generations. And we highlight an additional cross-cutting 

priority: supporting evidence-based public action through 

better data, better knowledge generation and sharing, and 

better learning.

In these areas, the support from the international commu-

nity should be a mix of providing fi nancing; fostering innova-

tion and learning; and strengthening partnerships, including 

with academia, civil society, and the private sector. As chapter 

9 notes, the specifi cs will vary by country and priority area 

and will require sustaining support in some areas while scal-

ing up support in others.

such as political parties, trade unions, civic organizations, and 

the private sector can be a strong force for change. Women’s 

groups in particular have been, and will continue to be, impor-

tant in working for greater gender equality in labor legislation 

and family law. And while men are still not as active in the push 

for gender equality, there is broader male engagement in many 

areas and growing male support for women’s rights in many 

developing countries. 

Second, fi rms—big and small—have strong business reasons 

to become proponents of gender equality. In a globalized econ-

omy, the competition for talent is great; companies can no  longer 

afford to overlook or ignore talented women. Commitment to 

gender equality is something customers and investors increas-

ingly demand, especially in large corporations. And the growing 

market power of women can encourage businesses to back up 

these commitments with action.

Third, dislocations such as natural disasters or political or 

economic change, can present policy makers with windows of 

opportunity to launch reforms that improve gender outcomes. 

The advocacy of transnational agencies and role modeling in the 

global agenda can play a similar role. 

Finally, there are multiple paths to reform. Often governments 

follow societal cues in pacing and pushing reforms. When policy 

formulation and implementation derive from ongoing shifts in 

markets and social norms, convergence and alignment can fuel 

sustainable change. But such “incremental” reforms may not be 

enough to overcome the path dependence and institutional ri-

gidities that result in persistent gender inequality. Bold govern-

ment action with “transformative” reforms may be necessary to 

alter social dynamics and move to a more equitable equilibrium. 

In choosing between incremental and transformative policies as 

part of gender reforms, the challenge for policy makers is to bal-

ance the pace of change with the risks of reversal. 

THE GLOBAL AGENDA FOR ACTION

As chapters 7 and 8 show, domestic public action is central 

to reducing gender inequalities. Yet global action—by govern-

286 WO R L D  D E V E LO P M E N T  R E P O RT  2 0 1 2





F
ollowing on the trends and analysis in 

Parts 1 and 2, this chapter looks at the 

choice of public policies to address the 

most serious gender gaps. In practice, 

policies for greater gender equality take a variety 

of forms and work through markets (taxes and 

subsidies), formal institutions (legal or regula-

tory changes and public service delivery), or 

even through informal institutions (efforts to 

change social norms). This multiplicity of pos-

sible interventions can make the policy choice 

and design problem appear overwhelming.

Our approach to making this problem more 

tractable is threefold and illustrates how better 

analysis that builds on our framework can help. 

First, we focus on what the analysis in the pre-

ceding chapters highlighted as the gender gaps 

of greatest concern. These are the disparities 

that matter for societal welfare and countries’ 

development prospects but that do not nec-

essarily close as countries grow richer. These 

priorities are reducing excess female mortal-

ity, especially in infancy and early childhood 

and in reproductive years; closing earnings and 

productivity gaps between women and men; 

shrinking gender differences in voice in society 

and in households; and limiting the reproduc-

tion of gender inequality over time, whether this 

inequality is transmitted through endowments, 

economic opportunities, or agency. Obviously, 

not all these priorities will apply to all countries 

across all income levels. And country charac-

teristics will dictate how corrective policies will 

need to be customized.

Second, we emphasize that, in choosing and 

designing policies, it is necessary to target the 

determinants—the underlying causes—of the 

gender gaps of concern rather than their symp-

toms. The analytical framework carried through 

Part 2 of the Report helps highlight these causes 

and how they emerge from the workings of 

markets and institutions and their interactions 

with each other and with households. 

Third, we draw on the insight from the frame-

work that, despite income growth, some gender 

gaps tend to persist and remain “sticky” for one 

of two main reasons. Either the single impetus 

for progress may be blocked, as with the insti-

tutional improvements needed to reduce infant, 

child, and maternal mortality in many low- and 

middle-income countries. Or the workings of 

markets and institutions and their interactions 

with each other and with households can mean 

that multiple constraints to progress require 

changes on several fronts. So, addressing gender 

gaps in where women and men work and how 

productive they are may require changes in how 

markets work, in the laws and regulations that 

apply to their work, and in the beliefs and norms 

that apply to the work that men and women do. 

In practice, therefore, policy makers need to 

understand whether a single constraint is most 

salient for a particular problem or whether mul-

tiple constraints are at work, and whether to ad-

dress them simultaneously or sequentially. 

Most of the chapter is organized by look-

ing at policies to target the priority gender gaps 

within the three dimensions of endowments, 

economic opportunities, and agency. Some as-

pects of the reproduction of gender inequality 

over time, such as pockets of disadvantage in 

education, are covered here. However, we discuss 

Public action for gender equality
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To effectively address gender inequalities that 

emerge in adolescence and early adulthood, it 

is necessary both to intervene early and in ways 

that recognize how an intervention can have 

impacts on various outcomes. For example, job 

training for an adolescent girl not only can im-

prove her access to employment but may also 

delay pregnancy, which in turn can enable her 

to spend more time acquiring skills. 

The fi nal part of this chapter shifts from the 

choice and design of policies targeted at reduc-

ing gender inequality to looking at how and 

why the gender-differentiated impacts of poli-

cies that have other goals should be taken into 

account. We show how ignoring gender issues 

can sometimes make these policies less effec-

tive in achieving their objectives. And policies 

that are not concerned with gender equality 

can often be designed in ways that improve 

gender outcomes. So, even where gender equal-

ity is not the stated policy objective, gender 

may matter for policy design, illustrating how 

gender mainstreaming can be undertaken in a 

strategic way. 

POLICIES TO REDUCE GAPS IN 

HEALTH AND EDUCATION

Many gender gaps in education—and some 

in health—narrow as countries grow richer. 

For households, higher incomes relax the need 

to choose between sons and daughters when 

spending on basic education, health, and nutri-

tion. For countries, higher incomes permit the 

supply of services in these areas to expand—

increasing not only the number of schools and 

health clinics but also their accessibility. And 

the market signals that typically accompany 

growth and encourage the greater participation 

of women in the wage labor market also work to 

reduce gender gaps by raising the value of girls’ 

education.

But our analysis shows that two gender gaps 

in health and education persist even as incomes 

rise: excess female mortality at specifi c periods 

in the life cycle, and pockets of gender disad-

vantage in education. Addressing each gap re-

quires better service delivery, especially to the 

poor and other excluded groups; that in turn 

requires strengthening the institutions respon-

sible for providing the services (colored in green 

in fi gure 7.1).

ways of dealing with the gender disadvantages 

that emerge in adolescence and early adulthood 

separately both because of the importance of 

these gaps in giving rise to “gender inequality” 

traps and because corrective measures have to 

recognize how endowments, economic oppor-

tunities, and agency are even more tightly linked 

for this age group. 

Addressing gender gaps in human capital 

endowments—excess female mortality at spe-

cifi c periods of the life cycle, and pockets of 

gender disadvantage in education—requires an 

emphasis on better delivery of public services. 

Improving the availability of clean water and 

sanitation to households and providing timely 

basic services to expectant mothers will go a long 

way to closing gender gaps in excess mortality. 

Education services should focus on improving 

access for the signifi cant population groups now 

disadvantaged by poverty, ethnicity, caste, race, 

or geography. Such an emphasis will address the 

“gender inequality traps” that affect the poor 

and excluded, with solutions coming from either 

the demand or the supply side. And broad-based 

safety nets can dampen the adverse impacts of 

income shocks, which can affect males or fe-

males differently, depending on the nature of the 

shock and the underlying gender relations. 

Closing the gap between women and men in 

their access to economic opportunities means 

reducing earnings and productivity gaps be-

tween them, whether in wage employment, ag-

riculture, or entrepreneurship. This effort will 

take targeted policies to lift the constraints on 

women’s time stemming from the burdens of 

housework and care and to improve the work-

ings of labor and credit markets and the struc-

ture of formal institutions—particularly laws 

and delivery of economic services. 

Reducing gender gaps in voice, whether 

within society or in households, also typically 

requires policies in multiple domains. Policies to 

improve female education can help. For societal 

voice, measures are needed to provide informa-

tion and change beliefs about women’s abilities 

as political and corporate leaders as well as to 

change norms that consider leadership to be a 

male job. For voice within the household, most 

important are policies to expand economic op-

portunities for women and to reduce biases in 

the legal system, enforcement of laws and access 

to justice, and in some instances, measures to 

infl uence norms. 
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of use through piped delivery while improving 

sanitation in urban areas. And where water sup-

ply has been improved in developing countries, 

it has made a signifi cant difference. In Argentina, 

improvements in water supply reduced child 

mortality by 5 to 7 percent, with even larger ef-

fects in the poorest areas.4

The Joint Monitoring Programme of the 

United Nation’s Children’s Fund and the World 

Health Organization noted that while access to 

improved water sources rose from 71 percent 

in 1990 to 84 percent in 2008, access to piped 

water grew more slowly––from 39 percent in 

1990 to 49 percent in 2008––with access in urban 

areas stagnating due to rapid population growth. 

Fewer than a fi fth of the poorest 40 percent of 

Africans now have safe water (either piped or 

through standposts).5 In this situation, house-

holds (especially, but not only, the poor) fi nd it 

hard to accurately assess the risks and benefi ts of 

each of the choices they must make concerning 

the purifi cation of water. The problem is that the

default option for these households is generally 

For excess female mortality, it’s about 
fi xing institutions 

As the World Development Report 2004 and 

others have shown, improving the delivery of 

public services is no small or simple task.1 The 

main challenge for all governments is fi nancing 

expanded coverage while ensuring that the ser-

vices are provided effi ciently and remain acces-

sible to poor people. 

Providing clean water and sanitation 

As chapter 3 showed, today’s rich countries re-

solved excess female deaths in infancy and early 

childhood between 1900 and 1930 by improv-

ing access to clean water and better sanitation. 

In general, water treatment at the point of use 

reduces diarrhea more than water treatment at 

the source, which is less effective because of the 

potential for recontamination.2 For example, 

more than half of the water stored in household 

containers tested in Ethiopia showed postsource 

contamination.3 So, governments in rich coun-

tries chose to provide clean water at the point 

F I G U R E  7.1  Reducing gaps in endowments 
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ating ineffi ciencies, and improving cost recovery 

could yield more than a third of the necessary 

fi nancing.

Enhancing the effi ciency of the institutions 

providing water and sanitation services requires 

appropriate regulations that recognize the ratio-

nale for government intervention while improv-

ing accountability to service users. In urban areas, 

water is provided through networks. So, efforts 

need to strengthen both the “short route” of ac-

countability (of the provider to service users) and 

the “long route” of accountability (of policy mak-

ers and politicians to service users and of provid-

ers to policy makers). Ways must also be found to 

keep water affordable for the poor (box 7.1).

bad and will not improve unless water supply 

and sanitation institutions work better. 

Just as the modes of delivering clean water 

and improving sanitation in urban and rural ar-

eas differ, so do the ways service delivery can be 

improved in these settings. For most low- and 

middle-income countries, substantially more 

resources will be needed to increase access in all 

settings. For instance, a comprehensive analysis 

of infrastructure funding needs for Sub-Saharan 

Africa concluded that about $11 billion needs to 

be spent annually on clean water and sanita-

tion needs—about 1.5 times the current level.6 

The same study also showed that addressing 

bottlenecks in capital spending, reducing oper-

BOX 7.1 Improving water supply: Dakar and Phnom Penh

Improving the provision of water services is a di�  cult, yet achiev-

able goal that can lead to signi� cant reductions in child mortality—

and it is possible even in low-income settings, as the cases of Sene-

gal and Cambodia illustrate. Both these countries have been highly 

successful in improving water service delivery in major urban and 

periurban areas. Success has come through two main channels: 

increased investment and complementary measures to increase 

e�  ciency while preserving greater a� ordability for the poor. 

Since the mid-1990s, substantial improvements have been 

made in access to and quality of water in Dakar, home to more than 

half of Senegal’s inhabitants. Increased production capacity and 

expansion of existing networks, including construction of approxi-

mately 97,000 new social connections (subsidized access to the 

poor), increased the proportion of people with access to water ser-

vices from 79 percent in 1996 to 98 percent in 2006—the highest 

coverage rate in Sub-Saharan Africa. In addition, water users experi-

ence fewer interruptions. 

In parallel, the Senegalese government took several measures 

to ensure services would be provided at a� ordable rates without 

compromising long-run � nancial sustainability. The tari�  structure 

for water services was designed speci� cally with this trade-o�  in 

mind, allowing for di� erent prices for domestic and nondomestic 

users, and imposing higher tari� s on those users who surpassed 

speci� c quotas (for example, the well-o�  who used water for gar-

dening). These tari�  schedules were incorporated into � nancial 

models in the planning stages and post-implementation to moni-

tor progress toward � nancial self-su�  ciency. To bring down opera-

tional costs, the day-to-day water supply operations were trans-

ferred to a private company, which was also made responsible for 

billing and collecting payments for both water and sanitation ser-

vices. To encourage provider e� ort, remuneration was directly 

linked to performance indicators such as the amount of reduction 

achieved in unaccounted-for water and improvements in billing 

and collection e�  ciency. In 2006, the tari�  collection rate stood at 

98 percent, up from 80 percent in 1996, and water losses declined 

from 32 percent to less than 20 percent—a saving roughly equiva-

lent to the water needs of nearly a million users—over the same 

period. Furthermore, since 2006 the Senegalese urban water sector 

has been able to cover its operational and maintenance costs with-

out direct government subsidies. 

In the late 1990s, reform in Cambodia’s water sector trans-

formed access to water in Phnom Penh, where approximately 20 

percent of the country’s population lives. In 1997, only half of the 

city’s population had access to piped water for an average of 12 

hours a day. Between 1997 and 2003, water production doubled, 

distribution networks were expanded by nearly 150 percent, and 

subsidized connections for low-income groups mostly living in 

periurban areas were introduced. By 2010, over 90 percent of the 

population, including 3,800 poor households, had access to water 

24 hours a day. 

Similar to the Senegalese experience, reducing water losses and 

uncollected revenue and providing a tari�  structure that was a� ord-

able for the poor but that did not threaten long-run sustainability 

were critical to turning around the capital city’s ailing water sector. 

Cambodia chose a di� erent avenue to achieve e�  ciency gains, 

however; instead of focusing on public sector participation, it com-

bined increased investment in the public sector with adoption of 

new technology. Acquisition of a fully computerized monitoring 

system enabled Phnom Penh’s water utility to reduce losses from 

unaccounted-for water from 57 percent in 1998—one of the high-

est rates in Asia—to 17 percent by 2003. The tari�  structure pro-

vided subsidies to the poorest users ranging between 30 to 100 

percent of fees. The remaining tari� s were set to ensure long-run 

� nancial viability and were reviewed annually to determine the 

necessary increases (although the signi� cant reductions in water 

losses meant these tari�  increases were modest). Information tech-

nology was also employed to improve the management of account-

ing data, which pushed the bill collection rate to 100 percent in 

2003, up from 89 percent in 1997. As in Senegal, Phnom Penh’s 

water supply authority has reached � nancial autonomy, and, in 

2010, it was awarded the Stockholm Industry Water Award for excel-

lence in water management.

Source: World Bank Water Sector project documents.
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profi le, and the structure of the customer base 

of the utility. 

The second issue is how to pay for the sub-

sidy. Cross-subsidization (for example, from 

nonresidential to residential customers) is one 

option. Using general government revenues is 

another option. Ultimately, the best fi nancing 

mechanism will depend on the local context. 

In rural areas, network provision of water 

is feasible where population densities are high, 

as in parts of East and South Asia and where 

community-managed systems are common. 

Elsewhere, including in much of rural Asia 

and Sub-Saharan Africa, households provide for 

themselves through groundwater and surface 

sources. For community systems, local govern-

ments can make improvements. Uganda uses its 

extensive local networks for income tax collec-

tion to collect an additional small tax—placing 

it in a fund administered by the district council 

to pay only for major water repairs. 

Even where rural supply systems provide ac-

cess, supply is often spread quite thinly. Poor 

households are typically excluded, and many 

households continue to use other unprotected 

sources. Many villages in Bolivia, Ghana, and 

Peru have access, but the use of alternative un-

protected sources remains high—at 21 percent, 

23 percent, and 38 percent, respectively. Access 

to funding is often limited, and problems of fi -

nancial sustainability remain pervasive, so even 

when systems are put in place, maintenance is 

problematic.

Sanitation differs from water in that indi-

viduals and households are affected not only 

by their own choices but also by the actions of 

others in their community. These “externalities” 

need to be taken into account in improving san-

itation in both rural and urban settings. That is 

particularly true for the treatment and safe dis-

posal of waste, where individuals’ willingness to 

pay for proper service is usually below its cost. 

Thus, government has a clear role in setting 

standards, regulating provision, and possibly 

providing subsidies. In urban areas, strengthen-

ing property rights including the recognition 

of informal settlements can help stimulate de-

mand and thus individuals’ willingness to pay 

for sanitation services. On the supply side, en-

suring that communities have access to inde-

pendent providers can help improve services. 

The priority in rural areas and less dense ur-

ban settings is to raise awareness of sanitation 

Improving the structure of contracts and 

designing and enforcing appropriate regula-

tions for service providers is critical in improv-

ing the “long route” of accountability by sepa-

rating providers from policy makers. In some 

cases, the optimal approach may involve private 

participation. For example, private providers 

played an important role in expanding cover-

age of water supply in Manila from 67 percent 

in 1997 to 99 percent in 2009 and in realizing 

effi ciency gains through lower water losses and 

operating costs.

Buttressing the short route of accountability, 

by increasing the infl uence of users over provid-

ers, can be achieved by benchmarking, ensuring 

that standards of service are clear, and by charg-

ing for services. Cambodia enhanced this form 

of accountability by working through both large 

utilities and small providers (in smaller cities) to 

set up clear mechanisms for charging—install-

ing meters at each connection, computerizing 

billing systems, and shutting down water supply 

to those who do not pay—as well as instituting 

complaint mechanisms for clients. 

It is important to charge for water services, 

but at the same time the services must remain 

affordable, particularly for the poor. So, subsi-

dies to some users may be needed to ensure that 

the cost of the service is covered. But two issues 

arise with providing subsidies. The fi rst is how 

to target these subsidies so that they reach the 

poor and do not encourage excessive water use. 

Several options exist, with attendant pros and 

cons. The most commonly used structure is a 

subsidy based on volume (where the subsidy is 

applied up to a certain volume). However, given 

that the rich and poor do not consume vastly 

different quantities of water, this subsidy usually 

ends up being regressive—benefi ting the well-

off more than the poor. Geographic targeting 

(as in Colombia) and means-based targeting (as 

in Chile) may provide better ways of targeting 

the poor, but they require additional data and 

administrative capacity to work effectively. As a 

result, in Chile the targeting is done by an agency 

other than the water utility. Finally, targeting can 

take the form of providing subsidies for inferior 

levels of service––for example, providing subsi-

dies for standpipes but not for households that 

have a house or yard connection. The most ap-

propriate targeting mechanism will generally 

depend on the context, including the population 

that is not currently served, their socioeconomic 
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mothers and young children. And early in 2011, 

a group of bilateral and multilateral aid agencies 

and private foundations launched a grant facil-

ity—the Grand Challenge for Development—to 

reduce maternal and neonatal mortality.

But as Malaysia and Sri Lanka illustrate, more 

money is not always the critical factor—both 

countries dramatically reduced maternal mor-

tality with fairly modest increases in spending. 

In both countries, spending on maternal and 

child health since the 1950s has never exceeded 

0.4 percent of GDP annually. Instead, they up-

graded the quality of the people delivering the 

chain of services. 

While there will be a continuing need for 

 additional health workers, especially skilled 

birth attendants, coverage can also be increased 

especially in underserved areas by drawing in 

community-level providers and the private sec-

tor. One way of doing this is to delegate many 

clinical tasks from higher-level health providers 

to mid- or lower-level providers. In rural India, 

the management of sepsis, typically done by phy-

sicians, is instead done by trained community-

based health workers using preassembled anti-

biotic packages.9 Locating skilled health workers 

closer to those who lack access also helps. An 

example is Indonesia’s Bidam Di Desa (village 

midwife) program, which trained more than 

50,000 midwives and placed them in rural areas 

throughout the country. The proportion of at-

tended births increased signifi cantly, especially 

among the poorest rural residents.10 Technology 

can help provide these front-line service provid-

ers with assistance when they need it. Uganda’s 

Rural Extended Services and Care for Ultimate 

Emergency Relief program uses radios and 

 walkie-talkies to connect health facilities, am-

bulances, and midwives and to provide birth at-

tendants with a way to receive immediate advice 

from more senior medical staff.11 

Purchasing services from private providers 

can also be a cost-effective alternative to the 

public provision of maternal health services. In 

Cambodia, districts in which nongovernment 

organizations received government funding to 

issues, change behavior, and boost demand. In 

Cambodia, Indonesia, and Vietnam, appeals 

to people’s sense of collective community re-

sponsibility contribute to sustainable sanitary 

behaviors. Some rural communities in Vietnam 

agreed on targets for better sanitary practices 

(building facilities, disposing waste), with local 

governments monitoring compliance and pub-

licizing the results over community radio. Some 

communities in Indonesia initiated competi-

tions by schools and found that the subsequent 

pressure from children to adopt “winning” be-

haviors were the main drivers of changes in hy-

giene practices.

Reducing maternal mortality

While signifi cant progress has been made in 

reducing maternal mortality in the past twenty 

years, global progress is happening at a pace 

far short of that needed to reach the Millen-

nium Development Goal of reducing maternal 

mortality by three-quarters. Certain regions lag 

behind. In Sub-Saharan Africa, a woman faces 

a 1 in 31 chance of dying from complications 

from pregnancy or childbirth; in rich countries, 

this risk is 1 in 4,300.7 Signifi cant disparities 

exist within countries as well. In Afghanistan, 

the overall maternal mortality rate of 1,400 per 

100,000 live births masks large variations—the 

rate is around 400 in Kabul but over 6,500 per 

100,000 live births in some remote rural areas.8

The key to lowering maternal mortality is 

to provide prompt and adequate attention to 

expectant mothers. As chapter 3 noted, that is 

easier said than done because of the number of 

links in the chain—for mortality to come down, 

the whole system needs to work. Women need 

attention before, during, and after childbirth so 

that the risk of potentially life-threatening con-

ditions can be mitigated or addressed in a func-

tioning hospital if necessary. Better institutions 

are critical because they mean that pregnant 

women and their families do not need to make a 

series of diffi cult decisions about what medical 

attention to seek, when, and where. Improving 

the institutions charged with providing mater-

nal health care means acting on many fronts. 

First, more resources are required to expand 

access to the chain of services—especially to 

front-line service providers—that can reduce 

maternal mortality. Recognizing that need, the 

global community in 2009 committed an ad-

ditional $5.3 billion to improve health care for 

We need a clinic nearby and it should be open 

every day.

Rural woman, South Africa
“ ”
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Fourth, improving these institutions requires 

political will, because maternal health services 

are often low on the political agenda (in contrast 

to, say, education). Honduras and Turkey show 

what is possible. Honduras’ maternal mortal-

ity rate in 1990 was stubbornly high—182 per 

100,000 live births—despite two decades of do-

nor-supported reforms to reduce it. When the 

public was made aware of this high mortality 

rate, the government (and the health minister) 

made its reduction a national priority. A new 

program emphasized health system reforms, 

trained traditional and formal health workers, 

established maternity facilities for high-risk 

mothers, and formed private-public partner-

ships. Donors fi nanced the training and health 

infrastructure. By 1997, the maternal mortality 

rate had fallen to 108.17

Similarly, Turkey’s maternal mortality rate 

in 2000 was 70 per 100,000 live births. A new 

government capitalized on the political support 

that brought it to power and, in 2003, started a 

Health Transformation Program, emphasizing 

institutional reform, client responsiveness, and 

a focus on underserved areas. The budget for 

primary health care and prevention in under-

served areas rose by 58 percent, air ambulances 

were put in service for remote populations, and 

the health workforce was redistributed for better 

coverage in poor areas. Conditional cash trans-

fers encouraged attendance at prebirth hostels 

for pregnant mothers and deliveries in public 

hospitals. By 2009, the maternal mortality rate 

was down to 19.8.18

Fifth, efforts to reduce maternal mortality 

must work across sectors, going beyond a focus 

on only improving health systems and services. 

The successes of Malaysia and Sri Lanka in ad-

dressing maternal mortality relatively early in 

their development support this point (box 7.2). 

Investments in infrastructure (such as rural 

roads), attention to women’s education, efforts 

to increase training of maternal health provid-

ers, and investments in hospitals all combined 

to reduce maternal mortality dramatically and 

consistently.19

Reaching the excluded—Providing 
education to severely disadvantaged 
populations

The institutions that deliver educational services 

matter for gender equality as well. As chapter 3 

showed, the greater access to education accom-

provide maternal health services showed greater 

improvements in antenatal care and facility-

based deliveries than those with services pro-

vided directly by the government.12

Second, maternal health service providers 

have to be more responsive to expectant moth-

ers. One way is by making service providers 

more accountable to them. For accountability 

to work, users need not only information on 

service standards, service quality, and policies 

to improve them but also some way to act on 

that information. In Uganda, community-based 

monitoring improved both the quality and the 

quantity of primary health care services.13 Com-

munities became more involved in monitoring 

service providers, who then provided more ma-

ternal health services of higher quality. Waiting 

times fell, more professional care was given, and 

facility-based deliveries increased. 

For maternal health services, ensuring that 

the long route of accountability works better is 

even more important: citizens need to be able to 

hold their political representatives to account for 

failures in service delivery, and the politicians, in 

turn, need to exercise more effective control over 

the service providers. Take Peru, where improv-

ing maternal health required not only the exten-

sion of coverage but also the right incentives for 

service providers and a citizens’ voice demand-

ing effective services loud enough to be heard by 

policy makers.14 Professional attention at deliv-

eries rose from 58 percent of births in 2000 to 71 

percent in 2004. A new health insurance program 

for the poor made direct payments to front-line 

providers for services actually provided rather 

than allot additional budgetary resources to the 

health ministry to distribute. And greater par-

ticipation of citizens in infl uencing policy design 

increased the responsiveness to client needs. 

Third, the fi nancial constraints that poor 

women face in accessing maternal health services 

need special attention. One way is to provide 

poor women with cash transfers conditional on 

their seeking health-care services known to re-

duce maternal mortality. An example is India’s 

Janani Suraksha Yojana program, which in-

creased the proportion of women delivering in 

the presence of a skilled attendant by around 36 

percent.15 Schemes that provided vouchers for 

antenatal and postnatal care and institutional 

deliveries, like those in Bangladesh and Cam-

bodia, also increased the proportion of assisted 

deliveries and antenatal and postnatal visits.16 
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for those of lower status. Designing solutions 

crafted to the specifi cs of each problem can be 

demanding and complex. 

Where adequate schools exist, simpler mea-

sures work to increase demand by providing 

parents cash transfers conditioned on sending 

their daughters to school. While these transfers 

may not be targeted precisely at the underlying 

issues, programs in Pakistan and Turkey show 

that they can be effective, as discussed in chap-

ter 3. And they are easier to design in the short 

term. The Pakistan program also shows how 

such cash transfers can work to reduce disad-

vantages other than income poverty that com-

pound gender inequality: they reduced educa-

tional attainment gaps for girls with mobility 

constraints. How groups are targeted is criti-

cal to the effi ciency of programs in closing the 

gaps, and using different targeting mechanisms 

within a country, such as household poverty 

panying economic growth and better service 

delivery has gone a long way to reducing dif-

ferences between boys and girls in enrollments 

at all levels. And while poor learning outcomes 

persist in many countries and will require im-

provements in how educational systems are 

managed, there are few gender gaps in them. But 

many groups in many low- and middle-income 

countries still remain underserved by education. 

Because these disadvantaged populations show 

the largest and most persistent gender gaps in 

enrollments, reaching them is a clear priority for 

educational policy. 

These severely disadvantaged populations 

can be sizable, sometimes making up entire sub-

regions or populous parts of countries (as with 

a broad swath of West Africa and rural Afghani-

stan) or communities within countries (as with 

the Roma in Eastern Europe). What marks them 

all is some combination of extreme poverty, 

remoteness, and social exclusion on the basis 

of ethnicity, race, or some other characteristic. 

And because gender gaps in educational access 

among these groups persist and worsen over 

time, failure to address them will lead to their 

perpetuation over time with poor and excluded 

girls and women consigned to “gender inequal-

ity traps.” 

Needed are solutions to address the specifi c 

disadvantages that compound gender inequality. 

At one extreme would be local supply-side solu-

tions that go to the source of the compounding 

disadvantage in specifi c contexts. For instance, 

where distance is the key problem, especially for 

girls to get to school (as in rural Afghanistan), 

building more schools in remote areas can reduce 

gender gaps.20 Or if ethnicity is the key problem, 

recruiting teachers who speak the local language 

could be cost-effective. In other instances, there 

will need to be attention to specifi c factors such 

as sexual abuse directed toward girls in schools. 

Such customized supply-side measures have 

the advantage of directly targeting the underly-

ing problem, but designing them is likely to be 

costly and time-consuming. Recent work from 

Pakistan tells a complicated story—for high-

status girls, having to cross settlement boundar-

ies is a constraint on enrollment. But for girls 

from lower social groups, the main barrier is 

attending school with children from higher 

groups.21 So distance is the constraint that needs 

to be addressed by policy for the higher-status 

girls, while exclusion needs to be addressed 

Improving the delivery of maternal care is hard, but it can be done—even at 

relatively low income levels, as the experience of Sri Lanka and Malaysia show. 

From more than 2,000 deaths (per 100,000 births) in the 1930s, the maternal 

mortality ratio in Sri Lanka fell to about 1,000 by 1947, and then halved to less 

than 500 in the next three years. By 1996, it had fallen to 24. In Malaysia, it 

halved from 534 over the seven years from 1950 to 1957. Then, with a halving 

every decade or so, it came down to 19 by 1997.

To overcome the range of institutional obstacles that hamper the e� ective 

workings of health systems, Sri Lanka and Malaysia adopted integrated and 

phased approaches. And they did so with modest total public expenditures on 

health—1.8 percent on average—or less than 4 percent of GDP  since the 

1950s. Health programs in both countries exploited synergistic interactions of 

health care with basic education, water and sanitation, malaria control, and 

integrated rural development—including building rural roads, which helped 

deal with obstetric emergencies. Financial, geographic, and cultural barriers 

to maternal care were addressed by making a front line of competent, pro-

fessional midwives widely available in rural areas, providing them with a reli-

able supply of drugs and equipment, linking them to backup services, and 

improving communication and transportation. Simultaneously, facilities were 

strengthened to provide obstetric care and deal with complications. Better 

organizational management improved the supervision and accountability of 

providers. Area-speci� c mortality data were provided through monitoring 

systems so that empowered communities could hold political leaders account-

able, and national and subnational actors were forced to recognize the unac-

ceptability of every maternal death. Finally, both countries were strongly com-

mitted to improving the status of women—women gained voting rights 

before or soon after national independence, and female education received 

special attention. 

BOX 7.2   Reducing maternal mortality: What Malaysia and 

Sri Lanka have done

Source: Pathmanathan and others 2003.
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POLICIES TO IMPROVE ECONOMIC 

OPPORTUNITIES

As chapter 5 showed, persistent gender gaps in 

earnings and productivity result from the fun-

damentally different experiences of women and 

men in accessing economic opportunities—

whether in wage employment, agriculture, or 

entrepreneurship.

The different patterns of economic activity 

for women and men emerge from the ways mar-

kets and formal and informal institutions work 

and how households respond. So, policies need 

to target the underlying determinants of access 

to economic opportunity. Chapter 5 highlighted 

time constraints, access to inputs, and market 

and institutional failures as priorities for inter-

vention. And because more than one factor may 

be at play, a package of interventions is typically 

needed (colored in green in fi gure 7.2). 

This section looks at determinants of gender 

gaps in wage employment, agriculture, and en-

trepreneurship to illustrate the range of policy 

 indicators or community-based mechanisms, 

may help. Similar principles also apply to the 

design of safety nets to address gender differen-

tiated impacts of shocks (box 7.3).

F I G U R E  7.2  Improving economic opportunities

HOUSEHOLDS

FORMAL INSTITUTIONS

MARKETS

INFORMAL INSTITUTIONS

ENDOWMENTS

ECONOMIC

OPPORTUNITIES

AGENCY

policies

GENDER EQUALITY

GROWTH

Shocks have gender-di� erentiated impacts. Whether they hurt men or women 

or girls or boys more depends on the nature of the shocks and, at the same 

time, the underlying structure of the local economy, as we saw in chapters 2, 3, 

and 5. The policy response to these shocks thus has been to draw on solid diag-

nostics that identify the relevant gender dimensions and then to design e� ec-

tive safety net measures that target those gender di� erences. Interventions 

can take many forms, including cash transfers, food stamps, temporary subsi-

dies for basic needs (food, basic utilities, health, and education), and temporary 

employment (possibly combined with the active labor market programs dis-

cussed below). Moreover, given that shocks can have long-lasting and irrevers-

ible e� ects on the very young (0–3 years), particularly in low-income countries, 

interventions should be targeted at this group, including, for example, feeding 

programs and cash transfers to parents. 

BOX 7.3  Protecting men and women and boys and girls from 

income shocks

Source: WDR 2012 team.

Source: WDR 2012 team.
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bia, the Hogares Comunitarios program, which 

provides subsidies to designated homes turned 

into community child-care centers, signifi -

cantly increased mothers’ participation in the 

labor market as well as their hours worked.23 

In Argentina, the expansion of universal pub-

lic school facilities increased both labor force 

participation and hours worked, although the 

magnitudes differed across studies.24 In low-

income neighborhoods in urban Brazil, access 

to publicly provided child care signifi cantly 

increased the maternal employment rate but 

did not affect the number of working hours for 

those already employed before the program’s 

introduction.25 In other settings, the effects of 

increased access to or reductions in price of 

child care on female employment rates were 

minimal. In Norway, subsidized and universally 

accessible child care had only negligible effects 

on child care use and female participation.26 In 

Chile, the expansion of public day care centers 

had no impact on female labor force participa-

tion.27 And in the United States, the responsive-

ness of maternal employment to the availabil-

ity of free public day care varied across groups 

with, for instance, no impact for married moth-

ers of fi ve-year-olds with no younger children 

but large impacts for single mothers of fi ve-

year-olds with no younger children.28

This diversity of experiences highlights the 

need for policy design to identify those groups 

of women who face barriers to labor market 

participation because they lack child care and 

to understand better the nature of these con-

straints.29 Mothers who choose not to partici-

pate in the labor market do so for diverse rea-

sons, and their labor responses to preschool 

programs will vary accordingly. The availability 

and affordability of alternative child-care op-

tions also matter. If, for example, fairly cheap al-

ternatives already exist, subsidies to new child-

care programs may crowd them out, and labor 

supply will be unaffected. That was the case in 

Norway, where the program mostly crowded 

out informal arrangements, thus imposing sig-

nifi cant costs while failing to bring meaning-

options and what is known about their effi -

cacy from the experience of different countries 

across income levels. Following our framework, 

the discussion of policies works successively 

through constraints that come from informal 

institutions, the workings of markets, and for-

mal institutions. 

Informal institutions: Lifting the 
constraints on women’s time 

Constraints on women’s time are a major cause 

of their lower earnings and productivity (chap-

ter 5). These constraints come mainly from in-

formal institutions—norms and beliefs about 

who does housework and provides care within 

the home. Policies to address these constraints 

primarily work around these norms rather than 

try to change them. There are four main ap-

proaches: providing increased access to child 

care, improving parental leave policies, freeing 

up women’s time through infrastructure invest-

ments, and easing women’s access to markets 

through technology and transport. 

Increasing access to child care

Women spend more time on child care than 

men—ranging from twice as much in Sweden 

to 4.6 times more in Ghana to 6 times as much 

in Pakistan.22 This greater demand on women’s 

time constrains their economic opportunities—

both because of the sheer quantity of time they 

have to devote to this activity and because it 

restricts the continuity of their participation in 

market work. Child care provides a way to relax 

this constraint on women’s time. This service 

can either be provided directly by the state (in-

cluding local governments) or by the private sec-

tor or nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), 

possibly with public subsidies and regulation. 

Evidence on the effects of these various 

forms of child-care policies comes mainly from 

the high-income economies of Europe and 

North America, and middle-income countries 

in Latin America. It is mixed on the impacts on 

the number of hours worked by women and on 

their labor force participation rates. In Colom-

What will stop us from getting a job is having plenty of children and having nobody 

to mind them.

Young woman, Indonesia
“

”
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bers’ children (up to age six). This service not 

only provides education and nutrition for the 

children but also reduces the work days women 

have to miss to take care of their children––es-

pecially important because few of them are sala-

ried workers.32

Employers can also provide day care. In ru-

ral areas, employer-provided day care is likely to 

work best where a large number of employees 

are clustered in one location, as in the case of 

plantation agriculture. In Kenya, a large export 

coffee producer provides crèches and nurseries 

at each of its plantations to serve both regular 

and seasonal workers—a practice that dates 

back to the 1950s.33

An option for publicly provided day care to 

informal women workers is to either lengthen 

the school day (particularly at grades where at-

tendance is only for half of a day) or to lower 

the age at which children enter the school sys-

tem. Vietnam implemented the former, while 

the latter approach has been tried in a number 

of contexts. In Israel, the government offered 

free public preschool for children ages three and 

four. This resulted in a signifi cant increase in the 

labor supply of Arab mothers, whose children 

were previously less likely to be in any day care.34 

In Kenya, the government is expanding its early 

childhood and preschool education programs 

with the goal of providing access to all four-to-

fi ve-year-olds throughout the country.35 

Improving parental leave policies

Three main factors determine the effectiveness 

of parental leave in opening additional labor 

market options for women. First is the question 

of who pays. In countries that offer only mater-

nity leave and the costs are borne by employers, 

maternity leave reduces the incentive to hire 

more women. That implies a role for public sub-

sidies or, alternatively, a requirement that fi rms 

grant equal amounts of maternity and paternity 

leave. The second question is what proportion of 

regular wages to cover during the leave period. 

The more pay that is covered, the more leave in-

dividuals are likely to take. And because men ap-

pear to be more responsive than women to the 

coverage of earnings during leave, one way to 

encourage men’s uptake of paternity leave is to 

cover a greater proportion of earnings. Finally, 

the length of parental leave matters. If it is too 

short, women are more likely to leave the labor 

force instead of taking leave. And if it is too long, 

ful increases in overall child care or women’s 

participation in the labor force.30 The evidence 

from Brazil also suggests a similar crowding out 

of existing informal arrangements. 

Less is known about ways to address the 

child-care needs of women who work in the 

informal sector (especially important in low-

income countries) and in rural areas more 

generally. Some programs, including those run 

by NGOs, provide guidance on how child care 

could be expanded for these groups. As chapter 

9 highlights, this is an important area for further 

innovation and learning.

In India, the NGO Mobile Creches is experi-

menting with different models for providing 

child-care services for women employed in the 

rural informal sector and on public works pro-

grams. 31 Day-care facilities were set up around 

New Delhi on public construction sites in part-

nership with contractors, who provide child-

care facilities in addition to sharing other costs. 

These centers responded to the expectation that 

women would represent a large proportion of 

those taking up public work programs—for 

example, this fi gure reached 80 percent at some 

sites. The day-care programs include a nutri-

tional component by providing meals during the 

day and tracking nutritional status of children 

over time, as well as integrated health services 

(for example, immunizations, regular doctor 

visits). To provide access to child care to women 

working in the informal sector in resettlement 

colonies in Delhi, Mobile Creches also helped 

in the creation of both home-based centers and 

community-based programs by identifying and 

training local women to provide these services. 

Together with Pradan, another Indian NGO, 

Mobile Creches also built a group of centers in 

remote rural areas in the states of Jharkhand and 

Bihar following discussions with local women 

about the child-care constraints they faced in 

accessing income-generating activities (specifi -

cally, yarn production) in their communities. 

These centers follow a community-based model, 

relying on employers as well as the broader com-

munity for their management, contribution of 

food materials, and training and selection of 

teachers. 

Similar efforts have been undertaken in the 

Indian state of Gujarat by the Self Employed 

Women’s Association (SEWA), a trade union 

for poor self-employed informal sector workers. 

SEWA has set up day-care centers for its mem-
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the time spent gathering fi rewood in Bhutan 

and increased free time in the evenings in Ban-

gladesh.40 The increase in women’s time was, 

in some cases, at least partly matched by an in-

crease in male labor devoted to domestic tasks. 

For example, in Sri Lanka men engaged more in 

household chores, including ironing, after the 

introduction of electricity.41

Improved access to water closer to house-

holds also releases demands on women’s time. A 

study from Pakistan, for example, showed that 

water sources closer to the home were associated 

with increased time allocated to market work.42 

Other evidence, however, suggests that the time 

saved is not necessarily used for market work; it 

sometimes increases leisure, thereby improving 

women’s welfare. A broad, cross-country study, 

for instance, did not fi nd an association between 

proximity of water source and increases in mar-

ket work but did fi nd a negative association with 

nonmarket work in some countries—thus indi-

cating increased time for leisure.43 Similar re-

sults emerged from a recent randomized study 

of in-home versus standpipe water provision in 

urban Morocco—the gains in time were spent 

on leisure.44 More research is required to under-

stand the effects of improved water supply for 

women’s work outside their households, partic-

ularly in remote rural areas where water sources 

are more distant. 

Bringing women closer to markets and 

markets closer to women

Given the multiple demands on women’s time, 

making it easier for them to access markets will 

also help increase their economic opportunities. 

Improving roads and transport can help achieve 

employees risk losing skills and experience. 

One solution to the latter is to allow some part-

time work during the leave period, as is done in 

Germany. 

Apart from its impact on improving wom-

en’s labor force opportunities, alternative pa-

rental leave policies will also differ in whether 

they reinforce social norms around child care 

or try to shift them. Providing maternity, but 

not paternity, leave can enhance the prospects 

for women to participate in economic activity 

opportunities, but it risks reinforcing the norm 

that women are the primary household care 

providers. Such a policy is “incremental” in that 

it takes social norms as given and works around 

them. In contrast, providing both maternity and 

paternity leave and making paternity leave man-

datory likely will be “transformative”—by giving 

men incentives to take on more care duties, it at-

tempts to change the norms around care. This 

latter approach has been tried in some Northern 

European countries. In Norway and Sweden, 

offering nontransferable paternity leave has in-

creased its uptake. Iceland’s approach has been 

to offer a package of nine months of parental 

leave (with 80 percent of wage replacement); the 

mother and father must each take three months 

and decide how to allocate the remaining three 

months. Women take most of this additional 

leave, but overall this policy has resulted in high 

paternity leave uptake among men with some 

promising changes in gender relations at home 

and in the workplace.36

Freeing up women’s time through 

infrastructure investments

Women also spend more time than men fetch-

ing water and gathering fi rewood. For example, 

in rural Guinea they spend over three and a half 

times more fetching water, while in rural Ghana, 

women spend at least three times more col-

lecting fi rewood.37 These tasks, as well as other 

household chores, represent a signifi cant de-

mand on women’s time, reducing the time they 

have available for market work or leisure.

Electrifi cation is often cited as one way to 

ease the demands on women’s time.38 In rural 

South Africa, it increased female labor partici-

pation by around 9 percent, mainly by reducing 

the time spent on domestic tasks while in Ni-

caragua, it resulted in a signifi cant increase in 

the likelihood that young rural women worked 

outside the home.39 Electrifi cation also reduced 

We know about the labor laws. About the 

protection of pregnancy. About fi ring. 

Women are better today because of such laws. 

Woman, Dominican Republic

Women are faced with discrimination in case of 

pregnancy. Private company owners always rather 

employ men because they will have no maternity 

leave.

Woman, Serbia

“

”
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en’s lower ownership of assets in most parts of 

the world limits their ability to offer collateral.

Second, information about jobs and the pros-

pects for advancement within professions typi-

cally exists within networks that are gendered. 

This situation can limit women’s participation 

and progress in occupations and sectors where 

they are underrepresented while encouraging 

them to concentrate further in jobs, such as 

nursing, where they are already overrepresented 

(men follow similar patterns, seeking work in 

jobs in which they are already concentrated, such 

as engineering). So, where few women work, 

their numbers will increase only once a critical 

mass is reached. Similarly, gendered networks 

also may limit the opportunities for women-

owned businesses to expand and diversify. 

Overcoming information problems in 

labor markets

Active labor market policies can address infor-

mation problems, especially with skills training 

and wage subsidies.48 Several measures of this 

sort provide training; some also place individu-

als in new jobs, usually temporarily, to allow 

participants to overcome information problems 

by communicating their abilities to employers. 

Wage subsidies work by making it cheaper for 

employers to experiment with hiring women 

workers. 

Many of these policies were put in place in re-

sponse to economic downturns rather than with 

the explicit goal of improving women’s economic 

opportunities, but they nonetheless produced 

signifi cant gains consistent with addressing the 

information problems facing women seeking to 

enter (or reenter) the labor market. 

Some of the early evidence comes from Ar-

gentina’s Proempleo program of wage subsidy 

vouchers, which had a signifi cant impact on 

employment but not income. Women benefi ted 

more than men.49 In Mexico, the PROBECAT 

program provided short-term vocational train-

ing. Female trainees with work experience were 

more likely to be employed within a year of com-

pleting the training, but the program increased 

monthly earnings only for men.50 

More credible evidence is needed on the im-

pacts of alternative active labor market policies 

in diverse low- and middle-income settings. An 

ongoing effort in Jordan systematically evaluates 

the effi cacy of wage subsidies and skills training 

in increasing the employment of women col-

this. Men and women use transport differently, 

however, with women more likely to walk, for 

instance. Mindful of this difference, a project in 

Peru prioritized the repair and improvement of 

over 3,000 kilometers of rural pedestrian tracks. 

A survey of female benefi ciaries found that 77 

percent of women were able to travel farther, 67 

percent said they traveled more safely, and 43 

percent reported that they were able to increase 

their incomes.45 In Bangladesh, the upgrading 

and expansion of rural roads led to increased la-

bor supply for both men and women and raised 

household incomes.46 

Markets can also be brought closer to women 

through the use of technology. Access to the In-

ternet and the use of mobile phones can help 

women get information about prices and con-

nect them with buyers. In India, a program run 

by an NGO, the Foundation of Occupational 

Development, organized groups of women to 

market their products directly and increase their 

profi t margins by providing them with access to 

cell phones and the Internet.47 Also in India, the 

SEWA trade facilitation center created an online 

outlet for women to sell textile and handicraft 

products to supplement efforts along the sup-

ply chain to improve quality and reduce deliv-

ery times. Of course, as highlighted in chapter 

6, gaps in women’s access to these technologies 

persist, and looking for ways to close them, as 

noted in chapter 9, should be a priority so that 

women can reap the gains from technological 

progress. 

Improving the working of markets

As discussed in chapter 5, markets can work dif-

ferently for women and men (“gender-differen-

tiated market failures”) because of information 

problems. These can work against women in 

two ways. First, prospective employers may be-

lieve that women workers are not as productive 

in some jobs or sectors precisely because so few 

women work in them. These beliefs reinforce 

their reluctance to hire women, perpetuating low 

female participation in those jobs, which may 

also be strengthened by actual discrimination by 

employers. Women farmers and entrepreneurs 

can face similar information problems in credit 

markets. Because women in most countries use 

credit less than men do, lenders have little or no 

information about women’s potential repay-

ment capacity and are unwilling to extend them 

credit even if they are creditworthy. And wom-
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U.S. experience and that in other countries also 

indicates that some of the negative impacts can 

be addressed in two ways. First, affi rmative ac-

tion policies should be temporary so that they 

do not come to be seen as entitlements. Second, 

lege graduates (box 7.4), and the early results are 

promising.

A second set of policies uses affi rmative ac-

tion programs, either voluntary or compulsory, 

to increase the entry of women into wage em-

ployment and their advancement on the job 

once they are employed. The public sector can 

take the lead in affi rmative action—both in its 

human resource practices and in its contract-

ing. As the public sector hires more women, and 

women advance in public sector institutions 

(and enterprises), the information that public 

sector managers use in hiring decisions starts 

to change. It also demonstrates to potential pri-

vate sector employers that women can succeed 

in particular sectors and jobs. The public sector 

can also use the power of the purse to demand 

affi rmative action from its contractors, by mak-

ing a certain level of female employment and 

management a condition of eligibility for a gov-

ernment contract.

A clear lesson about affi rmative action is that 

voluntary programs have limited effects, if any. 

To be effective, programs need to be mandatory, 

to track progress, and to sanction noncompli-

ance.51 Where mandatory programs have been 

implemented, as in the United States, the effect 

has clearly been to redistribute wage employ-

ment from men to women. But debate con-

tinues on the economic effi ciency impacts of 

such policies. In theory this trade-off is clear. 

Gender-based quotas in labor markets can en-

hance effi ciency by reducing discrimination and 

correcting beliefs about women’s potential as 

employees. And they can promote female em-

ployment over time by providing role models, 

overcoming negative stereotypes, and enhanc-

ing incentives for educational and other invest-

ments by women. But such measures can also 

reduce effi ciency if, in their application, less able 

women are selected and promoted. Over time, 

quotas could reduce the incentives of women 

to invest in education and training if they think 

they will be employed even with fewer qualifi ca-

tions. Finally, over time, quotas can also gener-

ate the belief that female employees are under-

qualifi ed and that they succeed only because of 

affi rmative action.

Although some evidence exists for each of 

these impacts, the most comprehensive evidence 

comes from the United States.52 Overall, it indi-

cates that affi rmative action in the labor market 

has had little or no adverse effi ciency effects. The 

Despite rising educational attainment, labor force participation rates for 

women in the Middle East and North Africa remain very low. In Jordan, only 17 

percent of women ages 20–45 work, compared with 77 percent of men. This 

gap also holds among the more educated; and with community college gradu-

ates, it starts immediately on graduation and widens thereafter.  

These low rates make it di�  cult for new graduates seeking to enter the 

labor market. Because relatively few women hold jobs, young women lack both 

role models to follow into employment and the networks to help them � nd 

jobs. Employers, lacking experience with working women, may be reluctant to 

hire women if they believe women are less committed to staying employed.

The Jordan New Opportunities for Women (Jordan NOW) pilot program rig-

orously evaluates the e� ectiveness of two potential policies: short-term wage 

subsidies, and employability skills training.

Short-term wage subsidies give � rms an incentive to take a chance on hiring 

young female graduates and an opportunity to overcome stereotypes through 

directly observing young women working for them. They can also give young 

women more con� dence to search for work and to approach employers. In the 

pilot, each voucher has a value equal to the minimum wage for six months.

Employability skills training augments the technical skills graduates learn in 

community college with the practical skills for � nding and succeeding in 

employment. Employers often say recent graduates lack interpersonal and 

other basic job skills. So, students in the pilot program received 45 hours of 

instruction in team building, communications, presentations, business writing, 

customer service, resume writing, interviewing, and positive thinking.

Demand for these kinds of policies appears to be strong. Despite low 

employment rates, the majority of recent female graduates want to work: 93 

percent say they plan to work  and 91 percent say they would like to work out-

side the house after they are married. Of those invited to attend the training 

courses, 62 percent completed them, with unmarried women more likely to 

attend. Those who began the courses gave them positive reviews, claiming the 

courses had given them much more con� dence to begin searching for jobs. 

Four months into the wage subsidy program, about a third of those using 

vouchers had found a job.

Early results from a midline evaluation suggest that job vouchers have sig-

ni� cant employment e� ects: employment rates among graduates who 

received vouchers alone or vouchers plus training are between 55 to 57 per-

cent compared with 17 to 19 percent among those who received training alone 

or received neither training nor vouchers. In all groups, employment e� ects are 

higher for unmarried women. Financial empowerment (measured as the pro-

portion of women who have their own money and can decide how to use it) 

also increased signi� cantly for all who received either vouchers or training or 

both. Follow-up surveys will determine whether these employment e� ects of 

job vouchers are sustained in the longer term and also will focus on other mea-

sures of empowerment and changes in attitudes. It will also allow further inves-

tigation of the link between marriage and work, given the early � ndings that 

married women are less likely to attend the training, less likely to use the vouch-

ers, and less likely to be employed.

BOX 7.4  Catalyzing female employment in Jordan 

Source: WDR 2012 team.
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The next stage in policy evolution is helping 

borrowers to exit (or even skip) microfi nance 

and go to larger formal sources of credit. The In-

ternational Finance Corporation’s (IFC) Women 

in Business programs shows how this step might 

be done. Recognizing that women are less likely 

to have credit records than men, and lower as-

set bases to draw on for collateral, the IFC works 

with large commercial banks in Africa to extend 

credit to female-owned businesses. Interven-

tions include developing new products such 

as loans that are collateralized with equipment 

or based on cash fl ow—as well as training and 

strategic assistance for the staff of fi nancial insti-

tutions to help banks increase their numbers of 

woman clients. Initial experience shows an in-

crease in women entrepreneurs using fi nancial 

services and taking out larger loans, with better-

than-average repayment (box 7.5).

Where gendered networks hinder women 

business owners and farmers, a broader set of 

policies is needed. For business owners, both 

fi nance and training for business development 

are critical. One example of the value of training 

comes from Peru, where credit was coupled with 

business training on overall business strategy 

and managing the fi rm. The women trained were 

more likely to separate business and household 

accounts, increasing revenues with less variabil-

ity over time.53 Other studies show more limited 

effects of training, but in at least one context the 

combination of fi nance and enterprise training 

had a larger effect than each alone.54 In agricul-

ture, the analogous policy would include exten-

sion services in addition to support in accessing 

product markets, inputs, and fi nance. 

Making formal institutions more 
evenhanded

Formal institutions—laws, regulations, service 

delivery institutions, and the like—can work in 

ways that hinder women’s access to economic 

opportunities. Consider two sets of policy mea-

sures to address these obstacles: correcting dis-

criminatory laws and regulations, and redressing 

gender biases in the delivery of services––where 

either of these affects women as employees, en-

trepreneurs, or farmers.

Correcting discriminatory laws

The main biases in laws blocking economic op-

portunities for women come from labor regula-

employers need to be encouraged to improve 

their recruitment and screening processes in 

tandem with the use of the quotas as well as to 

invest in on-the-job training. 

Where these labor market policies focus on 

specifi c sectors or occupations, they can ad-

dress the information problems that arise from 

gendered networks. These measures could in-

clude providing information about the wages 

and qualifi cations for a given job or occupation 

or for advancement within a profession and 

engaging experienced female or male workers 

as mentors for younger workers of the same 

(underrepresented) sex. 

Dealing with information problems for 

farmers and entrepreneurs

Microcredit schemes, in a variety of forms, are 

the most common way of addressing informa-

tion problems for farmers and entrepreneurs. 

The programs originated with group lending, 

such as Grameen Bank and others in its wake, 

where individuals (who typically lack collateral) 

band together to obtain a loan. The loans go to 

individuals, but the liability for repayment falls 

on the entire group. The size of the group can 

differ (Grameen typically has groups of 5 bor-

rowers in Bangladesh, while FINCA (Founda-

tion for International Community Assistance) 

in Peru has groups of 10 to 50). The common 

characteristic is the joint liability of group 

members coupled with regular group meetings, 

which allow lenders to overcome the informa-

tion problem. 

Microcredit schemes have since evolved be-

yond group lending, fi nding new ways to deal 

with information problems. Banco Sol in Bolivia 

and Bank Rakyat Indonesia offer larger indi-

vidual loans to established (typically better-off) 

clients who begin within group lending. Such 

individual lending relies not on peer monitoring 

and social sanctions (as group lending does) but 

on incentives for repayment that threaten to ex-

clude borrowers who default from future loans.

Life will be very diff erent if there is marketing 

assistance and credit for the products women can 

make at home.

Urban woman, India

“
”
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ing the ban on part-time contracts in the formal 

sector led to a signifi cant shift of women with 

children from part-time work in the informal 

sector to part-time contracts in the formal sec-

tor.55 So, the higher informality of female em-

ployment was a consequence not of discrimina-

tion in the formal labor market but of the ban 

on part-time contracts in the formal sector. 

Rather than restrict part-time work, some 

countries have legislated greater fl exibility in 

work arrangements. Sweden guarantees parents 

of children under age eight the right to work 

reduced hours in the same job with the same 

pay, increasing women’s labor force partici-

pation.56 It also reduces the risk of reinforcing 

tions and legislation and from laws that confer 

property rights, especially over land.

Labor Laws

Beyond the fundamental step of legislating non-

discrimination on the basis of gender in em-

ployment practices, the policy priority in many 

countries should be to revisit the limits (includ-

ing outright bans) on part-time work. Such re-

strictions discriminate against women workers 

who cannot consider full-time work because 

they bear a disproportionate share of household 

and care work. Relaxing these prohibitions 

would give women more opportunities for paid 

employment. In Argentina, for example, remov-

B OX  7.5   Innovative approaches to expanding access to fi nance for women and entrepreneurs

Source: International Finance Corporation.

Financial institutions are recognizing that women, who account for 

half of all entrepreneurs, represent a large and underserved market 

opportunity. Three examples here show how innovative thinking 

and ! exible business models can help overcome existing barriers to 

women’s access to credit and help � nancial institutions develop a 

larger female clientele. All three examples emphasize training, 

� nancial literacy, and new products and processes that directly 

address women’s needs.

Leveraging the power of training and ! nancial innovation to 

promote access to the formal ! nancial sector—Access Bank’s 

and DFCU’s Women in Business programs. 

Access Bank in Nigeria and Development Finance Company of 

Uganda (DFCU) are among the largest banks in their countries. In 

2006–07, both banks were looking at ways to improve their market 

share by expanding to attractive and growing market segments. 

Nigeria and Uganda have very dynamic and growing women-

owned small and medium enterprises, and both banks were eager 

to capture this market but had no previous experience in how to 

do it. 

Access Bank and DFCU partnered with the International Finance 

Corporation (IFC) to design and launch Women in Business pro-

grams in the two countries. IFC provided an initial credit line for 

lending to women entrepreneurs and advisory services for imple-

mentation. The programs enabled Access Bank and DFCU sta�  to 

o� er better business advice to women entrepreneurs. The banks 

also trained women clients on business skills. And they boosted 

their con� dence to approach the bank for credit services. 

In Nigeria, Access Bank sta�  designed alternative collateral sys-

tems, including the pledging of jewelry and equipment and cash-

! ow-based lending using assets, debentures, or bills of sales. 

In Uganda, DFCU also developed new products better aligned 

with the needs of women entrepreneurs, such as the Savings and 

Credit Cooperative Societies Loan. It targets registered associations 

and groups whose members have overcome the start-up phase of 

business but lack the conventional securities needed to secure 

 individual business loans and prefer to borrow through a group 

approach. 

During 2006–09, Access Bank disbursed $35.5 million and 

DFCU $16.1 million in loans to women entrepreneurs, while main-

taining a nonperforming loan ratio of less than 1.5 percent. Both 

banks’ portfolios also increased signi� cantly (Access Bank opened 

more than 1,300 new deposit accounts and 1,700 checking accounts, 

and DFCU created more than 1,800 new deposit accounts). Access 

Bank trained 650 women in business and management skills and 

DFCU 368. 

Access Bank replicated its model in The Gambia and Rwanda in 

2011, and other commercial banks in Nigeria and Uganda adopted a 

similar model. The Access Bank, the � rst West African bank to be 

admitted to the Global Banking Alliance for Women, received the 

African Banker’s 2007 Most Innovative Bank award and the Alli-

ance’s 2008 Most Innovative Bank of the Year award. DFCU followed 

suit, winning the Alliance’s 2009 award.

Using leasing to overcome existing barriers to access and 

promote graduation into the formal ! nancial sector—

Sero Lease and Finance in Tanzania. 

Customary law largely excludes women from owning land in Tanza-

nia (and many other countries). With a predominantly collateral-

based banking system, women are e� ectively excluded from loans. 

Sero Lease and Finance Ltd. (Sel� na), a women’s leasing and � nance 

company, went into microleasing in 1997 to enable women to 

acquire equipment for immediate use with a down payment and a 

� nancial lease. Targeting 3,000 small and medium enterprises, it has 

a zero default rate and a 99 percent pay-back rate, with average 

loan sizes of $500. 

The IFC brokered a $1 million loan from Tanzania’s Exim Bank to 

Sel� na and supported � nancial literacy and business planning and 

management training for female clients. As of October 2007, 150 

Sel� na clients had opened savings accounts. 
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countries come from the way government land 

distribution and registration schemes and agri-

cultural extension agencies work. These biases 

can be addressed in a variety of ways. 

First, service providers could be required to 

target women explicitly and additionally. The 

Agricultural Technology Management Agency 

in India targeted women in Orissa to set up self-

help groups in conjunction with community 

organizations to provide agricultural extension. 

These groups led women to diversify their ag-

ricultural income sources.62 The principle of 

focusing on women also applies when the state 

is (re)distributing resources such as land. Redis-

tribution programs that target the head of the 

household will not serve women well, because 

most heads of household are men (see chapter 

4). Instead, the government could issue joint 

titles to land distributed by the state, either at 

the time of distribution (as is the law in Bo-

livia, Mexico, Nicaragua, and Paraguay), or later 

when property rights are registered and titles is-

sued (as has been the experience in Bolivia, for 

example).63 Alternatively, such programs could 

give men and women, individually, equal shares 

of the distributed land. The law alone might not 

be enough, however, and governments may have 

to actively engage to ensure that women receive 

their land, as was the case in South Africa where 

47 percent of the benefi ciaries under one phase 

of land redistribution were women.64 To in-

crease women’s access to land markets—where 

they are underrepresented—a number of NGOs 

have been organizing groups of women to lease 

or purchase tracts of land. Such is the case for 

BRAC (Bangladesh Rural Advancement Com-

mittee) in Bangladesh and the Deccan Develop-

ment Society in India.65 

Second, the power of women can be en-

hanced within the service delivery organization, 

including in setting priorities. For agricultural 

extension, women could be put in decision-

making positions at the Ministry of Agriculture. 

In Ethiopia, local land committees were required 

to have at least one female member, resulting in 

their participation in land registration.66 

Third, technology can be used to expand the 

reach of services to women. An example is the 

Kenya Farmer Helpline, which was introduced 

in 2009 by Kencall, Kenya’s largest call center, to 

provide free advice to small-scale farmers. Call 

center operators provide expert advice in vari-

ous local languages on a range of agricultural 

practices such as controlling pests, raising live-

occupational segregation. High levels of part-

time work by women in developed countries 

points to the demand for such arrangements. 

Property Laws

Laws that determine property rights and con-

trol over resources within marriage—including 

many aspects of family law (governing mar  -

riage, divorce, and inheritance) as well as land 

laws—are particularly important for women en-

trepreneurs and farmers. Reforms in family law 

in many developing countries aim at eliminating 

differences in how they treat women and men. 

In the past 15 years, Lesotho, Namibia, and South 

Africa abolished provisions that recognized the 

husband as head of household in civil marriages, 

enhancing the wife’s ability to enter contracts, 

register property in her name, and administer 

the joint property.57 Ethiopia reformed its family 

law in 2000—raising the minimum age of mar-

riage for girls, eliminating a spouse’s ability to 

deny permission for the other spouse to work 

outside the home,58 and requiring both spouses 

to agree when administering marital property. 

The impacts of such reforms can be signifi -

cant. The fi rst phase of Ethiopia’s family law re-

form shifted women’s economic activities toward 

occupations that involve higher skills, full-time 

work, and work outside the home.59 Changes in 

inheritance laws that gave equal rights to daugh-

ters in some South Indian states increased the 

likelihood that women inherited land.60

Providing for joint ownership of land in 

marriage increases women’s ability to use land 

in accessing economic opportunities. But since 

it may be costly for women to get their share of 

the land in the case of divorce, even with joint 

ownership under marriage, a better way to en-

sure women’s land rights is mandatory joint land 

titling (which would have the added benefi t of 

protecting a wife’s rights in the event of her hus-

band’s death). In two regions in Ethiopia where 

land certifi cation involved the issuance of joint 

titles to both spouses, women’s names appeared 

on more than 80 percent of all titles, four times 

the 20 percent in the region where the certifi cate 

was issued only in the name of the household 

head.61 (The discussion of agency, below, looks 

at how changes in property rights can also in-

crease women’s voice within households.)

Addressing biased service delivery

The main service delivery biases against wom-

en’s access to economic opportunity in many 
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networks in politics and other professional set-

tings also limit women’s leadership prospects. 

And, as is the case for economic opportunities, 

norms around care and housework limit the 

time available to women to invest in seeking 

these positions. 

The muted voice of women within their 

households refl ects the combined infl uence 

of their access to economic opportunities, the 

nature of social norms, the legal framework, 

and the enforcement of laws. For control over 

household resources, key determinants are ac-

cess to economic opportunities and the legal 

framework—particularly rights over property 

within the household as refl ected in family, 

land, and inheritance laws. For domestic vio-

lence, social norms and the content and en-

forcement of laws play important roles. And 

for fertility, norms and bargaining power plus 

service delivery are critical factors. 

These limits on the societal and domes-

tic voice of women, therefore, refl ect the ways 

in which formal and informal institutions are 

structured and how they interact with each 

other. So, policies need to target these determi-

nants. As with economic activities, a combina-

tion of interventions may be needed in any spe-

cifi c context (colored in green in fi gure 7.3). 

In the following, we look at how policies that 

directly address several of these constraints can 

increase women’s voice in society and in the 

household. These policies supplement some 

of those discussed earlier in this chapter in two 

respects. First, policies that improve female edu-

cation can be important in exercising agency—

ranging from literacy, which helps people un-

derstand their rights, to higher education, which 

increases their ability to participate in political 

life. Second, policies that expand women’s eco-

nomic opportunities, including by addressing the 

impacts of norms around care and housework, 

can also foster agency, particularly by increasing 

women’s control over household resources.

Increasing women’s societal voice

Policies aimed at increasing women’s participa-

tion in societal institutions can do so by address-

ing the information problems or the underlying 

beliefs that women make worse leaders than 

men. Forcing a departure from norms and im-

proving information (to voters and sharehold-

ers, for instance) are likely to be the most feasible 

options. In practice, imposing quotas in politics 

and on corporate boards has proved helpful.

stock and poultry, harvesting and marketing of 

products, connecting to local markets, and rais-

ing capital. The project follows a demand-driven 

model, in which call content and caller profi les 

are stored and the database then used to ensure 

operators develop expertise on the most fre-

quent or pressing issues encountered. Although 

the impact on yields has not yet been evaluated, 

nearly half of the 30,000 Kenyan farmers reached 

by the program are women—a much higher 

fraction than those reached through standard 

agricultural extension services. 

Fourth, improved monitoring can inform 

policy. Numbers can help tell the story: for in-

stance, the number of female clients served by 

agricultural extension agents as a percent of 

overall female farmers.

Finally, female users of the service can be 

given information about the level of service they 

are due. This step can be aided by building the 

collective element of demand—for example, 

supporting women’s farmer organizations or 

women’s business organizations.

Because solid evidence on the effectiveness 

of each of these and the best way to implement 

them is patchy, further work is needed to de-

velop a wider repertoire of programs proven to 

work in a variety of contexts. 67

POLICIES TO IMPROVE WOMEN’S 

AGENCY

Chapter 4 showed that women’s agency remains 

constrained both in society and in the household 

even as countries get richer. And the most signif-

icant shortfalls relate to women’s voice. Women 

are underrepresented in decision-making bod-

ies both in politics and in social and economic 

spheres such as the judiciary, the corporate 

world, and trade unions. And women’s voice in 

the household remains limited in many settings 

and is evident particularly in their lack of control 

over household resources and family formation 

and in the high incidence of domestic violence. 

At the societal level, constraints on women’s 

voice stem from a combination of factors. So-

cial norms that associate leadership with being 

a masculine activity may contribute to widely 

held beliefs that women are unable to lead ef-

fectively or that they should not lead at all. Lack 

of information about women’s abilities as lead-

ers and the absence of women leaders may bias 

beliefs about their performance. The gendered 
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have candidate quotas (largely in Latin America 

and in part of Africa), and 20 percent have re-

served seats (mostly in South Asia and part of 

Africa).68 

The form that is best for a country depends 

on the political system. For example, reserving 

individual seats for women is not feasible in 

proportional representation systems, and vol-

untary party quotas may work when parties 

have strong leadership and internal discipline. 

Moreover, the detailed design of quotas and 

their enforcement is key. In Spain, where posi-

tions on the ballot are in alphabetical order for 

elections to the Senate, parties tended to choose 

women with last names that put them lower 

on the ballot and thus were less likely to win a 

seat—demonstrating the need for more careful 

design on where women’s names were to appear 

on the ballot.69 In France, some political parties 

preferred to pay fi nes rather than comply with 

quotas in national elections, highlighting the 

importance of enforcement mechanisms that 

Political representation

Quotas, the most common way of increasing 

the representation of women in formal politics, 

take different forms. Political parties can volun-

tarily commit to including a given number of 

women candidates on electoral lists (voluntary 

party quotas); a certain fraction of candidate 

positions can be reserved for women, often with 

conditions on the position of women on the 

lists themselves (candidate quotas); or a share 

of legislative slots can be reserved for women, 

for which only female candidates can compete 

(reserved seats). Among countries with gender 

quotas, 61 percent have voluntary party quotas 

(predominantly in Western Europe), 38 percent 

F I G U R E  7.3  Improving women’s agency 
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representation. However, in Pakistan, quotas 

that violated strong social norms have led to 

increased discrimination or even persecution of 

women.72

In many places, these political reservations 

also have had broader positive effects. Where 

seats were reserved for women, female citizens 

were more likely to participate in village meet-

ings and to receive a constructive response from 

those in power.73 When women were elected to 

head local governments, their public invest-

ment decisions were more in line with female 

preferences.74 And other dimensions of wom-

en’s agency saw improvements as well. For ex-

ample, areas with reserved seats for women saw 

a substantial increase in the number of reports 

of crimes against women, with a concomitant 

increase in arrests.75 Quotas and other similar 

mechanisms can also be effective in enhancing 

women’s voices in peace and postconfl ict re-

construction processes with attendant benefi ts 

(box 7.6).

More generally, sustained change will happen 

only when female representation increases at all 

levels—through quotas and otherwise. And a 

critical ingredient in sustaining this representa-

tion includes providing capacity building and 

mentoring for female party members, emerging 

candidates, and newly elected women, as well as 

building networks among female politicians—

both within and across countries. 

Chapter 4 also highlighted that women have 

been more successful in achieving greater repre-

sentation in less organized institutions such as 

women’s producer organizations and informal 

labor unions. Policies to promote greater free-

dom of association and facilitate participation 

of such groups in decision making can spur this 

form of voice (as discussed more in chapter 8). 

Increasing women’s participation at other lev-

els of government, including in administrative 

agencies in charge of implementing laws or in 

the judiciary, is also critical, as discussed else-

where in this chapter. One example of this type 

of policy comes from Colombia, which requires 

that 30 percent of all political appointees be fe-

male, including in the cabinet. 

Economic representation

In the private sector, some governments have 

imposed corporate board quotas.76 Similar to 

political quotas, the corporate quotas are de-

signed to increase female representation, which 

provide strong sanctions for noncompliance—

both through signifi cant fi nancial sanctions and 

through mechanisms to reject lists that do not 

comply with the quotas, as in the case of Costa 

Rica or municipal elections in France. 

In addition, the broader picture has to be 

kept in mind when designing quotas for politi-

cal representation. Mandatory quotas circum-

scribe part of the democratic process, and this 

interference has to be balanced against the need 

to redress a persistent inequality. One option, 

used for local governments in India, is to imple-

ment quotas on a rolling basis—with a different 

set of seats chosen for reservation in different 

elections over time. And as with all affi rmative 

action policies, it can help to specify a clear goal 

or time period up front. A fi nal consideration 

is to think carefully about the structure of the 

reservation. Designating particular seats for 

women (perhaps even without assignment to a 

particular constituency) runs the risk of creat-

ing “token” women’s seats, which will be signifi -

cantly less effective. 

Quotas can increase women’s representation 

signifi cantly. Following the imposition of can-

didate quotas, the representation of women in 

parliament jumped from 16 to 22.6 percent in 

Mexico and from 6.7 to 17.5 percent in Macedo-

nia. With the implementation of reserved seats, 

the proportion of women in parliament jumped 

from 0.6 to 10.8 percent in Morocco and from 

1.3 percent to 5.5 percent in Jordan. 

Quotas can have effects in other dimensions 

as well, but because countries pursuing other 

policies to increase gender equality are probably 

more likely to also put in place quotas for wom-

en’s political participation, assessing the impact 

of the quotas alone can be diffi cult.  Local gov-

ernment in India is an exception because reser-

vations were assigned randomly—with several 

clearly measurable effects on women’s voice 

in politics. First, given that this quota required 

women to hold the offi ce, more women were 

elected. Second, after the reservations were re-

moved as a result of rotations, women were still 

elected in higher percentages than they were in 

communities with no reservation.70 And men 

favorably changed their opinion of the poten-

tial of females as leaders.71 So, an initial push of 

forced female representation caused voters, par-

ticularly men, to update their information, over-

coming the information problem that  appears 

to be one of the root causes of female under-
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positive association between the share of female 

board members and women’s presence among 

top executives and top earners.79

Increasing the share of female board mem-

bers could also improve fi rms’ performance. 

Greater gender diversity on boards is associ-

ated with better indicators of organizational 

excellence.80 And there is a positive association 

between board diversity and fi rms’ fi nancial re-

turns.81 But none of these studies employs meth-

ods that can accurately identify the impact of 

board diversity on fi rm outcomes. Moreover, the 

two studies that present the most rigorous evi-

dence fi nd the opposite result: corporate board 

quotas led to poorer fi nancial performance in 

the short run in Norway.82 Nevertheless, one of 

the Norwegian studies also fi nds that these losses 

resulted from the younger age and lack of high-

level experience of new board members rather 

than from their gender.83 Taken together, these 

results suggest that further work is needed to 

fully understand the links between greater rep-

resentation of women on corporate boards and 

fi rms’ performance. 

Enhancing women’s voice within 
households

The muted voice of women within their house-

holds refl ects the combined infl uence of their 

access to economic opportunities, the nature of 

social norms, the legal framework, and the en-

forcement of laws. Some of the policies aimed 

at increasing women’s economic opportunities 

have been discussed earlier, and this section fo-

cuses more on the laws that affect households 

(including their enforcement) as well as on the 

societal norms that impinge on households. 

Of the two, the laws and their enforcement are 

more directly amenable to public action, and 

that is the main focus here. Although such legis-

lative change will not by itself shift social norms, 

experience shows that removing or amending 

discriminatory laws is an essential part of that 

process over time. And changes in law have to 

be accompanied by other interventions to make 

them effective.

Reconciling multiple legal systems

Before discussing specifi c laws, it is impor-

tant that the overall system function well even 

where, as in many countries, multiple legal sys-

tems exist. Customary law and religious law are 

sometimes part of the formal state-sanctioned 

in turn can change perceptions of women’s per-

formance as leaders and shift attitudes and so-

cial norms by breaking down gender stereotypes 

of women in positions of power.

In Norway, the only country where legislated 

corporate quotas are now fully effective, female 

representation on boards has increased.77 Some 

studies from the United States provide sugges-

tive analysis that this type of increase translates 

into a greater proportion of women in other 

high-level positions within companies. In one 

study, a greater share of female board mem-

bers in the previous year was associated with 

an increase in the share of women in other top 

positions in the following year, suggesting that 

the impact runs from boards to managers and 

not the reverse.78 A similar study fi nds a strong 

Women’s representation in peace and reconstruction processes is extremely 

low. A review of 24 peace processes that took place between 1992 and 2010 

reported female representation to be as low as 2.5 percent of signatories and 

7.6 percent of the negotiating parties. Another review of peace negotiation 

processes showed that only about 7 percent of government delegates were 

women. 

Although systematic evidence of the impacts of women’s participation in 

peace and reconstruction is limited, recent experience from a number of post-

con! ict situations, documented by UNIFEM (United Nations Development 

Fund for Women), points to the likely gains from giving women more voice in 

the process. In Burundi, Guatemala, Sudan (Darfur), and Uganda, when more 

women participated in the process and their inputs were channeled into deci-

sion making, gender-related issues such as support to victims of sexual vio-

lence during the con! ict, services for widows and displaced households, and 

health and education services were more likely to make it onto the policy 

agenda. In postapartheid South Africa and some Latin American countries 

(such as Guatemala and Colombia), women’s active participation shifted public 

spending toward social and economic programs. Women’s experiences (and 

typically greater vulnerability) during con! ict are also likely to shape their pri-

orities for the reconstruction agenda. Involving civil society and increasing the 

links between them and political leaders, as was done in Liberia and Rwanda in 

the postcon! ict transition and in postapartheid South Africa, helped align pol-

icy priorities with the needs and concerns of women.

While more work is needed to look at the e�  cacy of di� erent ways of 

enhancing women’s voice in peace and postcon! ict processes, experience sug-

gests that two mechanisms may be worth considering. First, as with political 

representation, using quotas for women can help increase representation, 

especially at the outset of the process. Second, creating thematic units to deal 

with gender issues, as was done in Colombia’s National Commission for Repara-

tion and Reconciliation, can ensure that these concerns receive due attention.

BOX 7.6   Including women’s voice in peace and postconflict 

reconstruction processes

Sources: Anderlini 2007, 2010; Fisas 2008; UNIFEM 2010; World Bank 2011.
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Control over household resources

While greater economic opportunities can pro-

vide a vehicle for increasing women’s resources 

and their control over these resources, laws are 

a direct way to ensure more control. Modifying 

aspects of family law that govern marriage, di-

vorce, and provisions of land laws that are dis-

criminatory should be a priority. 

Laws over property within marriage

The main inequities in this arena are those that 

concern the rights of husbands and wives to de-

cide on the use and disposition of matrimonial 

property. Despite recent reforms, many such 

laws remain on the books of countries, particu-

larly in Sub-Saharan Africa and the Middle East 

and North Africa. Fifteen of the 47 countries in 

Sub-Saharan Africa, for example, still have laws 

that give husbands greater control over marital 

assets. Laws that vest control over marital prop-

erty in the hands of the husband also remain in 

force in Chile. 

But progress is possible. Ethiopia reformed 

its family law in 2000, eliminating the husband’s 

ability to deny his wife permission to work out-

side the home and requiring both spouses to 

agree in administering family property. The fi rst 

phase of these changes contributed to a shift in 

women’s economic activities toward work out-

side the home, full-time work, and jobs requir-

ing higher skills.84 Morocco reformed such laws 

in the 1990s, and in 2004, the new Moroccan 

Family Code completely eliminated references 

to the husband as the head of the household. 

Registering marriages

What about the many women who do not have 

a registered and legally recognized marriage? 

To bring more women into the protection of 

benefi cial statutory regimes, civil registration 

procedures should be kept simple and locally 

accessible with low costs, as in Rwanda. An al-

ternative is to legally recognize customary mar-

riages or consensual unions and confer rights on 

women in these relationships, as in South Africa, 

where women in monogamous customary mar-

legal framework, and, even where these are not 

offi cially recognized, they continue to matter 

in determining women’s capacity to access and 

control assets. So, where there is a constitutional 

nondiscrimination clause (as in the major-

ity of constitutions in the world), the fi rst step 

is to make sure that all sources of law are gov-

erned by it. Nondiscrimination needs to be the 

benchmark for the validity for all laws, particu-

larly those determining the control of resources 

within households and families. For example, 

Kenya recently removed the exemption from 

nondiscrimination that the constitution had 

previously granted to customary family and in-

heritance law.

Ensuring that all laws conform to the nondis-

crimination clause will also enhance the ability 

of citizens to challenge laws as uncon stitutional. 

Such challenges, initiated by alliances of wom-

en’s groups and other stakeholders, have over-

turned statutory laws favoring male heirs in 

Nepal and Tanzania. A key is ensuring that the 

legal system provides for constitutional chal-

lenges and also increases women’s access to the 

justice system. 

In reconciling multiple legal systems, cus-

tomary law should not be ignored. It is the 

everyday reality for many men and women, so 

recognizing its impact and potential for change 

is both pragmatic and constructive. Customary 

law is more familiar and accessible. It uses me-

diation rather than an adversarial model. And it 

offers greater legitimacy particularly in fragile, 

postconfl ict countries where the formal sys-

tem is nonexistent or decimated. In Botswana, 

where customary law and customary courts 

are formally recognized, women have become 

tribal chiefs, making decisions and breaking 

centuries of tradition. Removing gender biases 

in the customary system through sensitization, 

encouraging greater participation by women, 

and promoting the system’s values, such as the 

protection of women, should thus be encour-

aged. And forging links between the informal 

and formal systems can help bring about greater 

parity throughout the legal system. 

This law has assisted us. . . . When you leave the man’s home, you divide the property 

and go with something to begin your new life.

Adult woman, Tanzania
“

”
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often the most valuable marital asset, laws that 

mandate or presume its joint titling can protect 

women from loss of assets in divorce. 

Inheritance laws and widows

In many countries, inadequate or discrimina-

tory inheritance legislation places widows in a 

particularly vulnerable situation with regard to 

asset ownership. For example, 22 Sub-Saharan 

African countries do not give widows a right to 

half the estate. And because the writing of wills 

is not common in low-income countries, intes-

tacy laws (which govern property distribution 

on death in the absence of a will) determine the 

division of the estate. So, widows’ access to prop-

erty is often reduced, leaving them dependent 

on the goodwill of male relatives or in-laws with 

little guarantee of support. Another problem is 

that plural legal systems often apply to widows’ 

inheritance, particularly land. In Botswana, Ni-

geria, Swaziland, Tanzania, and Togo, customary 

law prevails over statutory law. And in Zambia, 

about 90 percent of the total land is held under 

customary law, which excludes the land from 

the estate and conveys it only to male heirs. 

If possible, discriminatory intestacy laws 

should therefore be changed, and where indi-

viduals elect to write a will the law should en-

sure that widows’ interests are protected. But 

discretion in deciding to whom to bequeath 

property does not always work in favor of wid-

ows or daughters. This pitfall can be avoided by 

designating widows and daughters as necessary 

heirs under the law even when a will exists, as in 

Brazil, where widows and both sons and daugh-

ters are legally entitled to equal shares of half the 

deceased husband’s estate. In Argentina, Bolivia, 

and República Bolivariana de Venezuela, wid-

ows cannot be legally excluded from a will.87 

Laws that protect widows’ assets by prosecut-

ing those who evict widows from land can also 

help and are in place in Ghana, Malawi, Uganda, 

and Zambia. But their enforcement remains a 

stumbling block. Another way to help protect 

women’s assets when the spouse dies is to have a 

default community of property marital regime, 

which automatically entitles the widow to half of 

the joint marital property, leaving only the other 

half for the husband’s estate. Overall, progress 

in reforming marital laws has been faster than 

progress in reforming inheritance laws in many 

countries, suggesting that the former can be an 

important entry point for establishing widows’ 

rights early in the reform process. 

riages are regulated by the same default com-

munity of property regimes as civil marriages. 

The key is to keep evidentiary requirements to 

a minimum to take into account the wide range 

of circumstances in establishing a relationship. 

The starting point could be a presumption that 

couples are in a customary marriage if they are 

living together, a presumption that could be left 

up to the contesting spouse to refute. This regis-

tration provides a key step in women’s access to 

legal systems (see below).

Laws for divorce 

The laws that apply to the disposition of marital 

property with divorce and those that determine 

the ability of men and women to seek divorce 

help shape women’s control over resources while 

they are still married (through her bargaining 

power) as well as their welfare if their marriages 

end. For the division of marital property, the de-

fault property regime that prevails during mar-

riage matters for women’s ability to accumulate 

assets—as does having a choice over it. As chap-

ter 4 showed, community of property regimes 

generally offer greater protection to women, 

because marital property is divided equally on 

divorce.85 Many countries, particularly civil law 

countries, already have default community of 

property regimes. In Morocco and Tunisia, re-

cent family law reforms allow women to opt for 

a community of property regime for the fi rst 

time. And making the community of property 

regime the default, as Turkey did in 2001, will 

result in higher uptake than if couples have to 

choose to opt in. 

Where separate property regimes remain the 

default, recognizing a spouse’s nonmonetary 

contribution to household wealth in divorce 

legislation is crucial. If the baseline for divi-

sion of matrimonial property on divorce is an 

equal split, women who have spent time caring 

for children, performing unpaid housework, 

and contributing to the welfare of the family in 

other ways can be compensated upon divorce. 

If recognition of nonmonetary contributions is 

enforced, a separate property regime can be as 

effective as community of property in protect-

ing women’s property. One key element in this 

enforcement is clear legislation that specifi es 

what this compensation should be—it should 

not be left to the courts to interpret an equita-

ble starting point. As Kenya’s experience shows, 

contradictory case law can lead to many differ-

ent outcomes.86 And because the family home is 
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short run). Complementary programs directly 

targeting this cause of violence may help reduce 

it. Improving women’s fallback positions may 

also provide more durable ways to improve bar-

gaining power and thus reduce domestic vio-

lence. One option is to increase women’s asset 

base, particularly the ownership of a dwelling 

(which gives them somewhere to go) and land. 

Work in Kerala, India, has shown that women’s 

property ownership is associated with signifi -

cantly lower levels of domestic violence.93 A 

second option is to improve women’s ability to 

leave their marriage. Unilateral divorce laws in 

the United States reduced domestic violence by 

around 30 percent.94 Attention also needs to be 

paid to the custody of children and the resources 

available to them after divorce.

Putting laws against domestic violence in place 

Continuing efforts are needed in many coun-

tries in the Middle East and North Africa, South 

Asia, and Sub-Saharan Africa to enact laws 

against domestic violence. Such laws serve many 

purposes including defi ning different types of 

violence against women, prescribing mandates 

and duties for various actors in enforcing laws 

and investigating charges, raising societal aware-

ness, and signaling government commitment. 

Countries that already have laws on the books 

should review them to ensure that they are spe-

cifi c and actionable. Additional reforms can 

include enacting legislation and implementing 

policies that regulate criminal procedures and 

responses to victims (restraining orders, foren-

sic procedures, victim assistance, and medical 

protocols).

Providing an effective response to 

domestic violence

Support to victims should be quick and inte-

grated—with telephone hotlines, emergency 

shelters, legal assistance, psychological care, 

support groups, income generation programs, 

and child welfare services.95 Integrating these 

Reducing domestic violence

Domestic violence results largely from a com-

bination of strong social norms surrounding 

power within households as well as from wom-

en’s limited bargaining power in their house-

holds. These determinants need to be addressed 

in addition to strengthening the legal framework 

and improving services to victims of violence.

Shifting norms and behavior through 

information and bargaining power

Although rigorous evaluations are scant, some 

programs to shift norms and behavior around 

domestic violence show promise. These fall into 

two main types. The fi rst are education and 

awareness campaigns aimed at men, women, 

and youth. An example is the Soul City program 

in South Africa, a multimedia program aimed at 

changing norms and beliefs of individuals and 

communities. Some norms, such as the view 

that intimate partner violence was a private 

issue, changed after the campaign.88 Another 

example, also in South Africa, is the Stepping 

Stones program, which promotes communica-

tion and relationship skills in separate training 

for men and women. A rigorous impact evalua-

tion found that it signifi cantly reduced the per-

petration of intimate partner violence by men.89 

Evaluations of other programs, however, show 

limited or no effects from providing informa-

tion, indicating that further work is needed on 

how to make these programs effective.90

Education and information should also target 

adolescents—for instance, at school—through 

education on gender norms, rights, legal re-

course, and available resources. School-based 

programs, especially those with several compo-

nents, can strengthen knowledge and protective 

behaviors against abuse, but evidence of their ef-

fect on the incidence of abuse is not available.91 

Rigorous evaluations of programs reducing date 

violence in the United States and Canada show 

that they can have positive effects in preventing 

or reducing violence, with the effects mostly at-

tributable to changes in norms, roles, and greater 

awareness of community services.92 

Second, increasing women’s bargaining 

power in the household can reduce domestic 

violence, but experience shows that a cautious 

approach is warranted. Increased economic op-

portunities or larger transfers (through condi-

tional cash transfers, for instance) to women are 

likely to increase their bargaining power but can 

also increase domestic violence (at least in the 

Men used to beat us and everything 

would carry on as normal. But now 

we can report them to the 

police.

Adult woman, South Africa

“
”
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protection orders and temporary custody of 

children.98 And some have eased procedures 

for issuing temporary restraining orders (at the 

local level) to respond faster to crisis situations. 

In the Philippines, Panang Barangay (village 

offi cials) have the power to grant protection 

orders that remain in place for 15 days, giving 

women and children time to travel to seek a 

court order. The police can also issue tempo-

rary restraining orders.99 

Making rights effective—Increasing women’s 

access to justice

Besides improving the substance of the law, 

measures also need to be taken not only to em-

power women to demand that their rights are 

effective but also to make justice systems more 

responsive to women’s needs. Actions in three 

areas are needed. 

First, women need to be better represented 

within the organizations charged with formu-

lating, implementing, and enforcing these laws, 

and the voices of female clients and stakehold-

ers must be better refl ected in the justice sys-

tem. Greater representation has been achieved 

in some countries by setting quotas for female 

judges, police offi cers, and offi cials who im-

plement laws and regulations for property, but 

 evidence on the impact of these changes is lim-

ited. In Papua New Guinea, female local magis-

trates have helped raise awareness among their 

male counterparts of the need to adopt gender-

sensitive approaches to the cases that come be-

fore them.100 In Ethiopia, local land committees 

must have at least one female member, increas-

ing knowledge of land issues among women 

and their participation in the land registration 

process.101 Government-sponsored policy dis-

cussions in Rwanda on changes in land laws 

in Rwanda that engaged civil society, including 

women’s groups, not only helped refi ne these 

policies but also made individuals aware of their 

rights. And, in Pakistan, female paralegals con-

duct consultations and synthesize women’s con-

cerns into policy reports, shaping the discourse 

and infl uencing policy makers.102 

In addition to helping women access the jus-

tice system, technology also can play a role in 

making sure that women’s views are represented 

in the setting of legal policy. In Kosovo, following 

independence in 2008, the commission drafting 

the country’s constitution decided to allow rural 

women to participate provided they could reach 

services makes the response more effective be-

cause of the importance of a timely response 

both to establish the facts and to protect victims. 

For example, Malaysia has one-stop crisis cen-

ters at government hospitals. When a woman 

arrives at an emergency department with inju-

ries from domestic violence, she is immediately 

examined and treated by medical personnel and 

referred to social workers and volunteers from 

women’s organizations who then see that she 

receives counseling, if needed, and coordinate 

further assistance. A similar integrated response 

should also be in place elsewhere in the system, 

particularly in police stations, which may be the 

fi rst point of contact for victims.

Even where services are not integrated, the 

police, hospital staff, and other providers need 

training in how to support victims, the services 

available, and the relevant laws. Spain required 

such training as part of its Law on Comprehen-

sive Protection Measures against Gender-Based 

Violence. The law’s implementation includes 

awareness and communications campaigns, 

hotlines for victims, advice services for men, and 

training for judges and other judicial personnel 

(on domestic violence awareness, treatment of 

victims, and features of the law). Police offi cers 

and medical staff were also trained, the latter 

in a specialized health protocol on how to treat 

victims of violence under the national health 

system. 

But the systematic criminalization of vio-

lence can backfi re. Not all women want their 

partners to be convicted (especially when he is 

the main source of the family’s livelihood), and 

many reject systems that force them toward a 

punitive course of action.96 Many women per-

ceive protective orders to be more helpful. For 

instance, data from the United States show that 

such orders reduce repeat violence and that 

women report feeling safer with them, even 

though the orders are often violated.97 Many 

countries, such as Bulgaria, offer temporary 

They are bombarding us with stories about 

safe houses, but that is a smokescreen. What 

does it mean for us, the two safe houses [that] 

are in Belgrade, while all of us rural women 

can be killed?

Young woman, Serbia

“

”
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donesia, the waiving of court fees for poor and 

marginalized groups has increased the ability of 

women to come before the courts.107 

Third, data have to be collected and made 

public so that the problems of women’s access 

to justice are made more visible. Many countries 

still lack comprehensive data on issues around 

the type and quality of justice services available 

to women and the barriers that women face in 

engaging with judicial institutions. More in-

formation in the public domain will add to the 

urgency to act and help identify bottlenecks 

and improve accountability within the justice 

system, establish priority areas for action, and 

design interventions.

Increasing voice in fertility decisions 

The availability of family planning services re-

mains a constraint in some parts of the world. 

In some cases, the underserved population cov-

ers entire countries, but more often the under-

served live in specifi c geographic areas within 

countries—for example, availability is more 

likely to be a problem in rural than urban ar-

eas. In addition, certain subpopulations such as 

the poor may also face limited access. For these 

groups, improved delivery of family planning 

services is a priority. 

Control over fertility decisions—the number 

and spacing of children—goes beyond the pro-

vision of reproductive health services, however. 

Thus, two additional areas of policy are critical 

to increase women’s control over fertility. The 

fi rst involves boosting women’s ability to exert 

bargaining power within the household, allow-

ing them to act on their preferences about the 

number of children the couple has, and over 

time to change the social norms that help deter-

mine these preferences. The second policy focus 

involves improving the quality of family plan-

ning services to excluded groups.

The relative bargaining power of a man and 

woman within a household plays an important 

role in determining their fertility outcomes. For 

example, when men inherit more land, the cou-

ple is likely to have the number of children that 

is closer to male rather than female preferenc-

es.108 Some policy options for increasing female 

bargaining power already have been discussed. 

These include building up women’s assets and 

increasing their income; increasing women’s 

exit options; and increasing women’s education 

and access to maternal healthcare. 

the city where the drafting was taking place 

within 48 hours. Women for Women Interna-

tional used mobile phones to mobilize 250 rural 

women to come to the city within this tight time 

frame and address the commission. The result 

was a constitution with provisions for female 

participation in political institutions as well as 

other guarantees related to gender equality.103 

Second, women’s rights can be made more 

effective when various parts of the justice system 

are made sensitive to the specifi c needs of women 

or target women clients explicitly. In some coun-

tries where judicial delays in cases of domestic 

violence can be long, governments have set up 

special courts, as Liberia did for rape cases, or 

fast-track courts, as Nepal did for cases involving 

women and children. Service providers can also 

be made more aware of the relevant laws. The 

PEKKA (Program for Women Headed House-

holds) Women’s Legal Empowerment program 

in Indonesia provided training for village para-

legals that focused on domestic violence and 

family law. It also held district forums to bring 

together judges, prosecutors, police, NGOs, and 

government offi cials to raise awareness of gen-

der issues.104 In Spain, judges, magistrates, and 

others in law enforcement are required to attend 

specifi c sessions on gender equality, nondiscrimi-

nation, and violence against women. Judges who 

have taken the training report changing their 

perceptions on violence issues and providing 

foster training for their peers. Where women’s 

limited literacy is a constraint, translating laws 

into simpler language or local languages, as has 

been done in Botswana, can be helpful.

Targeting women also requires bringing ser-

vices closer to women to deal with time and 

mobility constraints—for example, through 

providing community paralegals and mobile 

legal aid clinics for women to access the justice 

system. In Tamil Nadu in India, the introduction 

of 188 all-women police units, covering both 

rural and urban areas and focusing on crimes 

against women, increased women’s comfort in 

approaching the police, including reporting do-

mestic abuse.105 Female-run police stations and 

specialized services for women were fi rst intro-

duced in Brazil and Peru, and they have resulted 

in greater access for women.106 Targeting may 

also include cost considerations because women 

may be less likely to have the funds needed to 

access the legal system—particularly where 

poverty compounds gender inequalities. In In-
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the contraceptives are not sold or expire before 

they are sold, for example). 

Second, to make informed decisions, clients 

need to have adequate information about the 

available options, their side effects, and the ad-

vantages and limitations of different methods. 

For example, only about half of the clients in 

the Arab Republic of Egypt, Honduras, Mal-

dives, and Niger were informed about poten-

tial side effects or problems with contraceptive 

methods.114 Third, services need to be provided 

in a manner that protects the individual’s or the 

couple’s privacy. That requires training health 

care providers in protocols designed specifi cally 

for family planning. As the earlier discussion 

of Zambia showed, very different outcomes can 

result depending on whether women are ap-

proached individually and in private or as part 

of a couple. 

AVOIDING THE REPRODUCTION OF 

GENDER INEQUALITIES ACROSS 

GENERATIONS FOR ADOLESCENTS 

AND YOUNG ADULTS 

The reproduction of specifi c gender inequalities 

across generations gives rise to gender inequal-

ity traps, which are likely to most affect the poor 

and excluded in society. Some of these have been 

dealt with in earlier sections—reaching pockets 

of remaining disadvantage in education; in-

creasing women’s voice and participation in so-

cietal institutions; and enhancing women’s voice 

within households. Here we examine measures 

to address gender inequalities that emerge in 

adolescence and early adulthood, a particularly 

critical time when decisions and choices are 

made that determine outcomes regarding skills, 

health, economic opportunities, and voice. The 

effects of these policies illustrate not only the im-

portance of intervening early but also the ways 

in which the realms of endowments, economic 

opportunities, and agency are interrelated. For 

example, job training programs can improve 

employment prospects, but they also may delay 

pregnancy––shaping the future human capital 

and voice of these women.

Improving education and health outcomes

Evidence from careful impact evaluations across 

a broad range of countries at different income 

levels suggests that conditional cash transfers can 

Educating men on the benefi ts and use of 

contraception can help enhance women’s voice 

in determining their own fertility. Contracep-

tion uptake is higher when husbands are in-

cluded in family planning education, as was the 

case in Bangladesh and Ethiopia.109 Fewer chil-

dren are born as a result. For example, in China, 

pregnancy and abortion rates were lower when 

men were educated with their wives as part of a 

family planning program, in contrast to couples 

where only the woman was educated.110 But con-

text is important. Sometimes excluding the hus-

band altogether can lead to signifi cant impacts. 

Evidence from Zambia showed that targeting a 

voucher for free contraception services to women 

alone, rather than to couples, led to signifi cantly 

higher contraception use and a large reduction 

in unwanted births. While targeted couples also 

increased their use of contraception, there was 

no reduction in unwanted births.111

More generally, shifting role models regard-

ing family size and the resulting change in pref-

erences can lead to signifi cant drops in fertility. 

For example, the spread of televised soap operas 

in Brazil, depicting smaller families, led to lower 

fertility, especially for women in lower socio-

economic groups.112 Evidence on which specifi c 

government policies could change norms in this 

way is limited, however. One example comes 

from an evaluation of a government-sponsored 

radio soap opera in Tanzania, which found that 

the program worked by raising the discussion of 

contraception within families and the commu-

nity and increased contraceptive use.113

Improvements in family planning services 

should focus on three areas. First, a suffi cient 

range of contraceptive options needs to be pro-

vided, registered, and prequalifi ed expeditiously, 

but policy makers must take into account service 

providers’ ability to keep the relevant contracep-

tives in stock. Effi ciency improvements in sup-

ply chains may also be required because holding 

a large amount of reserves can be expensive (if 

Education and awareness may be the 

right tools to make both men and 

women use more family planning 

services.

Young woman, Bhutan

“
”
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Second-chance opportunities in education 

include programs intended for those currently 

in school who are falling behind (for example, 

remedial language instruction), as well as those 

designed to facilitate transition or reentry into 

mainstream systems (for example, equivalency 

and literacy programs). In designing these pro-

grams to reach teenage girls, policy makers 

should target those most at risk of falling be-

hind because of lack of money, domestic bur-

dens, and early marriage and pregnancy, all of 

which are typically associated with low socio-

economic status. 

Extensive analysis in the 2007 World Devel-

opment Report on youth points to the need to 

ensure these programs are tailored specifi cally 

to these groups (and are well targeted, since 

they tend to be costly).123 Getting the curricula 

right and building in fl exibility emerge as being 

of particular importance, although none of the 

programs discussed here has been rigorously 

evaluated. Examples of promising interventions 

include an equivalency program in Mexico 

allowing choice within curricula (including 

vocational skills) to ensure that out-of-school 

teenagers receive training most relevant to their 

needs, and a similar program in Colombia al-

lowing greater fl exibility of schedule and pace of 

learning. Other interventions have attempted to 

integrate life-skills and vocational training into 

literacy or numeracy programs to increase rel-

evance for out-of-school adolescents. For exam-

ple, the Senegal Pilot Female Literacy Program 

combines literacy training with life-skills pro-

grams that vary according to local needs, such as 

instruction in health, small-scale trades, or fruit 

and vegetable processing.124 

Programs to increase school enrollment (al-

though not typically conceived of as second- 

chance programs), such as cash transfers to 

girls, may be particularly effective in giving 

out-of-school girls incentives to resume their 

studies in addition to reducing dropout rates. 

In Malawi, the effects of a small cash transfer 

be effective in keeping adolescent girls in school. 

The positive impacts on secondary school en-

rollment for girls are well documented in Latin 

America in countries such as in Colombia, Ec-

uador, Mexico, and Nicaragua.115 More recently, 

evidence from Africa is beginning to show simi-

lar results. In Malawi, fairly small cash transfers 

to girls increased their enrollment and reduced 

dropout rates.116 Moreover, while these transfers 

were aimed at education, they had benefi ts in 

other realms: those who received the transfers 

had one-third the rate of HIV infection of those 

who did not receive transfers,117 and they had 

better mental health.118 

Other measures also appear to work in 

helping adolescent girls stay in school. Provid-

ing them with information on the returns to 

schooling is an example: in Madagascar, infor-

mation on earnings for primary school com-

pleters provided to boys and girls as well as to 

their parents increased attendance rates by 3.5 

percentage points.119 In the Dominican Repub-

lic, a similar effort to provide accurate informa-

tion on returns to education to boys also had a 

positive impact.120 And incentives such as the 

prospect of winning a scholarship or direct pay-

ments for performance can affect self-effi cacy 

and improve test scores.121

Beyond providing encouragement for ado-

lescent girls to stay in school, policies are needed 

to help them catch up when they have been de-

prived of the opportunity—whether through 

poor decision making on their part or that of 

others—to accumulate human capital earlier 

on and through more conventional routes. 

Such “second-chance” programs can mitigate 

the risk of other bad outcomes later in the life 

cycle (such as reduced earnings and lower health 

status) that may result from poor educational 

outcomes early in life.122 Moreover, since health 

and education outcomes for mothers are posi-

tively associated with those of children, these 

programs can also reduce the intergenerational 

transmission of gender inequality. 

Going to school has great importance. We will learn reading and writing and they 

will have a key impact on our future. If we don’t study at school, we will end up 

disappointed and we would not get a good job.

Young woman, Afghanistan

“
”
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sures, women did better than men—indeed, 

after 18 months, women saw an increase in 

labor income of more than 92 percent, com-

pared with less than 11 percent for men. And 

occupational segregation was lower among pro-

gram benefi ciaries.129 In Colombia, the Jovenes 

in Accion program illustrates another way to 

overcome information problems: placing the 

trainees in an internship with additional-on-

the job training at the end of classroom training 

(this program also included additional stipends 

for mothers).130 This program, which targeted 

poor, unemployed 18–25-year-olds, increased 

women’s earnings more than men’s. It also in-

creased the likelihood that women had a formal 

sector job. And analysis shows that the training 

was more effective as the intensity of the on-the-

job training increased.131 

While these examples show the potential of 

these programs in middle-income countries, 

more evidence is needed on programs appropri-

ate for lower-income settings. Recent evidence 

from Kenya shows that providing informa-

tion to young girls about the higher returns to 

vocational training in male- relative to female-

dominated industries increased girls’ enroll-

ment in trade school courses that prepared them 

for these male-dominated trades.132 Given the 

need for more robust evidence from a broader 

range of settings, the Adolescent Girls Initiative, 

a public-private partnership, is in the process of 

evaluating a number of interventions in several 

low- and middle-income and postconfl ict coun-

tries; these interventions include both “hard 

skills,” such as vocational training, and “soft 

skills,” such as life-skills training and mentoring 

(box 7 in the Overview).

Helping adolescents make smart 
reproductive decisions

Adolescence is also the time of sexual debut for 

many girls and boys. Girls tend to start their 

sexual life in relations with older boys or men. 

This age difference and partners who are (often) 

more experienced reduce the voice and bargain-

ing position of these girls when deciding on 

contraception use. Girls are also underserved 

in many cases by reproductive health services 

or lack suffi cient information regarding their 

rights. The unintended pregnancies that result 

can have a range of health and long-term eco-

nomic effects, including lower educational qual-

ifi cations and delayed entry into work. 

on reenrollment were large, with the reenroll-

ment rate for girls who had dropped out before 

the program increasing two and a half times.125 

In addition, a year after the program’s introduc-

tion, the probability of marriage for girls receiv-

ing transfers declined by more than 40 percent 

and the probability of pregnancy fell by 30 per-

cent.126 These results imply that small incentives 

can bring substantial improvements for girls 

most at risk. Nevertheless, evidence also indi-

cates that the design of these transfer programs 

needs to take into account intrahousehold re-

source allocation to ensure they do not indirectly 

worsen schooling outcomes for adolescent girls. 

A conditional cash transfer program in Colom-

bia that increased the likelihood of attendance 

and enrollment in secondary school for both 

boys and girls also decreased attendance and in-

creased work hours for nonparticipating sib-

lings—particularly sisters—of participants.127

Enhancing access to economic 
opportunities

The transition of young women into employ-

ment is a key moment to address the reproduc-

tion of gender inequalities across generations, 

and there is some evidence on what works in 

this regard. Active labor market policies, dis-

cussed earlier, can help with this transition, and 

recent impact evaluations suggest two ways to 

make these programs more effective. First, addi-

tional subsidies to encourage the participation of 

young mothers can help them cover the costs of 

child care. One example comes from Programa 

Joven in Argentina, which targeted low-income 

men and women under the age of 35. Besides 

providing extra subsidies for mothers, the pro-

gram covered training, books, material, work 

clothing, and transport expenses. The benefi ts 

were particularly strong for women ages 21–35, 

who saw a signifi cant increase in earnings and a 

9–12 percentage point increase in employment, 

as well as for men under age 21.128 

Second, these programs can be targeted on 

underlying problems of information in the labor 

market that may hinder young women’s partici-

pation. In Peru, the ProJoven program provided 

training for youth, including classroom training 

and internships plus a stipend. And, because it 

also explicitly targeted labor market segregation 

by training women in traditionally male occu-

pations, it was also potentially “transformative” 

in changing gender roles. On a range of mea-
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to recruiters for high-paying telephone work 

found that men and women in these communi-

ties were more likely to expect large dowries for 

their sons and to fi nd it acceptable for women 

to live alone before marriage and to work before 

and after marriage or childbirth.137

Protecting the inheritance of daughters can 

also enhance their agency. In Cambodia, Colom-

bia, and Rwanda, intestate succession laws des-

ignate girls (as well as boys) to receive a share of 

their parents’ land. Although the writing of wills 

can also help direct assets toward daughters, pa-

rental preferences shaped by prevailing norms 

may often discriminate against girls. In Mexico, 

although wives were selected nearly as often as 

sons to inherit property and women chose their 

daughters as sole heirs more often than men did, 

women still did not choose to leave equal shares 

to girls—both men and women preferred sons 

as sole heirs.138

One policy response is to circumscribe a frac-

tion of the property over which the will writer 

has control, reserving the remaining fraction 

to be inherited by the spouse and children. In 

Rwanda, this policy change, enforced through 

land title registration, led to a signifi cant in-

crease in inherited land designated for girls (as 

well as boys).139 In India, this legal reform led 

not only to increased land inherited by girls but 

also to an increase in age at marriage and higher 

education levels.140 While these reforms in India 

were not suffi cient to completely eliminate the 

male bias in inheritance patterns, they provide a 

powerful push to efforts to address gender gaps 

for the next generation.

MAKING GENDER-SMART 

POLICIES: FOCUSING “GENDER 

MAINSTREAMING” 

The preceding discussion has focused on tar-

geted interventions to address various facets of 

gender inequality. This section broadens the dis-

cussion to more general policies and asks how 

and why their gender-differentiated impacts 

should be taken into account systematically. The 

reason for considering these impacts is twofold, 

mirroring the motivation of the Report. First, 

lack of attention to gender issues can undermine 

the effectiveness even of policies whose objective 

has nothing to do with gender equality. Second, 

these effects matter because many policies can be 

Helping adolescents reduce these risks is not 

simple. The promotion of contraception, when 

done in isolation, has not been shown to be an 

effective tool for reducing unintended pregnan-

cies among adolescents. Similarly, educational 

interventions alone have not yet been found to 

be broadly effective. However, interventions that 

combine these measures with other interven-

tions such as skill building have been shown, in 

rigorous evaluations, to be effective in reducing 

unintended pregnancies among adolescents in a 

range of settings, although programs still need 

to be appropriately tailored to cultural and social 

settings.133 For example, a program for adoles-

cent girls in Uganda, which combined reproduc-

tive education, life-skills training, and livelihood 

training, resulted in a signifi cant increase in 

condom use and a lower number of children 

among the adolescent girls who participated.134 

Sometimes, economic empowerment alone can 

have a marked impact. A recent evaluation of a 

youth job-training program in the Dominican 

Republic, which included life-skills training plus 

apprenticeship showed a signifi cant reduction 

in pregnancies among participants. 135

Aspirations

Adolescence is also the age when lifelong aspi-

rations are molded and when social norms and 

perceptions really start to bind for boys and 

girls. Across countries and cultures, adolescence 

is a period where horizons for boys often expand 

while those for girls may shrink, especially for 

poor girls or girls in rural areas where distance 

and norms around mobility can be a signifi cant 

constraint. So, interventions in this area need to 

focus on building life skills, including social cap-

ital for adolescent girls, improving their aspira-

tions and agency, and reducing risky behavior.

Exposure to female role models whose posi-

tions of leadership or power contradict stereo-

types of women’s roles can reduce the intergen-

erational transmission of gender norms. A study 

of political reservation for women in India 

showed that teenage girls who had repeated ex-

posure to women leaders were more likely to ex-

press a desire to marry later, have fewer children, 

and obtain jobs requiring higher education—all 

aspirations that challenge traditional norms.136 

Increased economic opportunities for young 

girls can also change their own perceptions of 

gender roles and those of their communities. 

A program in Delhi that linked communities 
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fi gure out what they might do to improve gen-

der equality at the same time, an issue to which 

we turn below. 

Dealing with gender-differentiated 
market failures

What you don’t know can hurt others: 

Problems of information

As chapter 5 showed, the lack of good infor-

mation on the part of employers and creditors 

makes it hard for women to break into new sec-

tors and get the fi nancing they need. While the 

policies discussed earlier in this chapter can pro-

vide some ways to facilitate this fl ow of infor-

mation, interventions in other areas also can be 

brought to bear. Take the case of banking super-

vision, where one of the central goals of policy 

interventions is to improve banks’ management 

of risk. One risk management tool is credit bu-

reaus, which collect information about the cred-

itworthiness of individuals for use by banks in 

making their lending decisions. Women, more 

likely to be concentrated in informal borrowing 

and microfi nance, are underrepresented in these 

databases, so a prospective formal sector lender 

faces an information problem. But if women’s 

credit history from their microfi nance activity 

were in these databases, this information prob-

lem could be alleviated. Improving bank super-

vision policies in this way is also more likely to 

improve gender equality. 

For Proyecto Servir in Ecuador, a range of 

government actors, international agencies, mi-

crofi nance institutions, and private credit bu-

reaus came together to include microfi nance 

data in the credit bureaus’ databases. The initial 

target was the data for two geographic areas and 

27 microfi nance institutions, but demand was 

so great that data for more than 180 institutions 

across the country were eventually put into the 

databases. Not only will this intervention help 

microfi nance institutions make better lending 

decisions, it will also help microfi nance clients—

mostly women—get formal sector credit. 

It’s not only who you know, it’s how many 

you know: Building women’s networks

Networks that form with a critical number of 

individuals of one sex can help new members 

decide to enter a sector or profession and pro-

vide information about how to succeed and the 

like. In this way, they can also exclude members 

implemented in a way that also improves gender 

equality. This discussion serves to focus “gender 

mainstreaming” in a more strategic way. 

How can gender issues undermine policy 

effectiveness? Throughout, the Report has dis-

cussed areas where gender inequalities are per-

sistent. Underlying this persistence are the work-

ings and interactions of markets and formal and 

informal institutions and the responses of house-

holds. These factors, in turn, affect how men and 

women respond to different policies. Failing to 

take these factors into account can mean the 

policies will have unintended consequences—or 

simply not work––even when they have nothing 

to do with gender. 

Take relations within the household. The rela-

tive bargaining power of men and women affects 

how the household responds to policy—and 

this bargaining process extends not only to what 

their options are outside of the household (for 

example, divorce laws, labor market opportuni-

ties) but also to how much information is shared 

with each of them. An experiment with married 

couples in the Philippines illustrates. When men 

were given an amount equal to one day’s wage, 

their response differed simply according to what 

their spouses knew—when she did not know, 

men chose to save the money, and when she did 

know, they chose to spend the money. And when 

spouses were able to discuss what to do, the men 

put the money into their wives’ accounts.141

Another example of how household rela-

tions matters comes from Papua New Guinea. 

Gender roles in harvesting oil palm call for 

men to climb the trees and harvest fruits, while 

women collect the fruit that has fallen on the 

ground. When the oil palm industry realized 

that 60–70 percent of the fruit on the ground 

was not being collected, it tried to deal with 

constraints women faced, such as giving them 

special nets and timing collection to coordinate 

with their care duties. Nothing worked—until, 

in the Mama Lus Frut scheme, women got their 

own harvest record cards and were paid directly 

into their personal bank accounts. Yields in-

creased signifi cantly, as did female participation 

in oil palm harvesting.142 

These examples show why all policy makers 

need to consider the underlying causes of per-

sistence of gender equality, understand which 

ones matter for the policy at hand, and then fi g-

ure out how to make the policy more effective. 

This kind of analysis can also help policy makers 
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as part of a larger effort to restructure the trans-

port sector, the National Railway Company, 

in collaboration with the unions, has set aside 

earmarked funding to compensate surviving 

widows and orphans of employees who are due 

retiree benefi ts. The funds will go directly to the 

benefi ciaries and, where they cannot be imme-

diately found, be kept in a dedicated fund for fu-

ture claims. This approach was taken expressly 

because widows and orphans tend to be less 

likely to either know about or assert their claim 

when their employed spouse or parent dies. 

Better access to services

Women use services in ways different from men, 

for reasons that range from the constrained mo-

bility of women to the attitude of service pro-

viders toward female clients. Policy responses 

require both changes in client orientation and 

more fundamental structural changes. One ex-

ample of these kinds of issues comes from the 

prices charged for electricity. One recent study 

found that 14 of 15 electricity utilities in Latin 

America charged more to residential electric-

ity users than to commercial users.145 Because 

women are much more likely than men to run 

their business out of their home, this pricing 

policy increased costs for women who own 

small businesses.

Paying attention to norms 

Recognizing women’s care duties

Women bear a disproportionate amount of the 

care duties within households and families. As 

we have seen, a wide range of policies have the 

potential to affect this—ranging from infra-

structure improvements to labor regulations. 

Other policies can make a difference as well, in 

ways that may not be as obvious. One example 

is the approach taken in Vietnam to calculat-

ing severance packages as part of restructuring 

public enterprises. The benefi ts provided by the 

public sector (better maternity leave and fl exible 

work arrangements) relative to the private sector 

meant that the average woman would lose more 

from retrenchment than her male colleagues. 

So, compensation based entirely on seniority 

would effectively penalize women.146 The gov-

ernment took this into account by combining 

a payment based on seniority with a signifi cant 

lump-sum payment. The policy explicitly took 

into account women’s care duties, making them 

of the other sex, which can perpetuate gender 

inequalities. A rural road project in Peru sought 

to overcome this problem. The project’s main 

policy objective was to improve rural transport 

for economic integration, but in pursuing this 

objective, gender equality was also considered, 

with a focus on increasing women’s representa-

tion in road maintenance. The project explicitly 

recruited women among the entrepreneurs who 

ran the microenterprises responsible for road 

maintenance. A quota of 10 percent female par-

ticipation initially helped boost female engage-

ment from a baseline of 4 percent, and eventu-

ally 24 percent of the microentrepreneurs were 

female. Women engaged more in group activi-

ties, and road maintenance work became a more 

socially acceptable occupation for women. 

Leveling the playing fi eld 

Addressing discrimination in laws and 

regulations

Looking for and fi xing discrimination when re-

vising regulations for other reasons can improve 

gender equality. Take the case of tax policy. Taxes 

can explicitly discriminate against women when 

they face different tax rates for the same income 

or earnings as men. In Morocco, the tax allow-

ance for children is allocated to men unless 

women can prove that their husband and chil-

dren depend on them fi nancially.143 So men face 

a lower tax burden than women. Tax reforms 

aimed at effi ciency would try to equalize this tax 

rate so that women are not penalized for market 

work. These reforms would also enhance gender 

equality. In Uganda, inherited property not used 

for business, property, or employment income is 

exempt from taxation. Effi ciency-enhancing tax 

reforms would reduce or eliminate this tax ex-

emption. And because men inherit much more 

than women, such a reform would also promote 

gender equality.144 

Making existing laws and regulations work 

better for women: Improving enforcement

Women often face more limited access to mech-

anisms of redress—whether complaint mecha-

nisms within a fi rm or access to police and legal 

services. Improving women’s access to enforce-

ment mechanisms can thus improve gender 

equality in a range of interventions involving 

fi rms, state-owned enterprises, and govern-

ments. In the Democratic Republic of Congo, 
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in place effective monitoring systems to capture 

the gender dimensions of the problems they are 

addressing and the effects of their activities. This 

step requires, among other things, not only clear 

sex-disaggregated data from baseline surveys 

but also attention in those surveys to the causes 

of gender inequality that may matter for project 

design (for example, barriers in accessing ser-

vices the project provides). As the project pro-

gresses, sex-disaggregated data on benefi ciaries 

can help monitor progress and identify the need 

for mid-course corrections.

Second, there needs to be a focus on under-

standing whether specifi c interventions work. 

Evaluations are the only way this question can 

be answered. Different types of evaluations will 

provide answers to different questions. Well-

designed impact evaluations can be especially 

helpful because they use a well-defi ned compar-

ison group to measure the effects on program 

benefi ciaries. In this regard, much remains to 

be done. For example, in the realm of economic 

opportunity, the effects of active labor market 

policies have been subject to impact evalua-

tions. But very little is known about policies to 

improve women’s networks. And while a lot is 

known from impact evaluations about the ef-

fects of conditional cash transfers on a host of 

outcomes, less rigorous evidence is available on 

the effects of such programs that address mater-

nal mortality. Finally, while the effects of political 

reservations in local governments in India have 

been well studied, there is less evidence about the 

effects of reservations for parliamentary seats or 

on the impacts of improving women’s access to 

justice.

The good news is that more evidence of 

this type is available today than existed even 10 

years ago. But more needs to be done. Evalu-

ations need to be built into projects as they 

are designed, which means planning for them. 

And additional resources will be needed. While 

knowledge gaps in individual areas are evident, 

two overarching themes deserve particular at-

tention. First, efforts should focus on contrast-

ing the impact of incremental interventions 

(those that work within existing gender norms) 

and transformative interventions (those that 

seek to transform gender roles), particularly 

when they focus on the same policy area, as in 

vocational education. Second, given that mul-

tiple constraints underlie many “sticky” gender 

gaps, emphasis should be placed on evaluating 

part of the calculation in compensating workers 

for their lost jobs.147 One year after separation, 

women were more likely than men to rate their 

well-being as better or the same.148 

Taking account of the allocation of resources 

within the household

As seen earlier in the Report, couples do not al-

ways (or even often) act as a single unit. They 

might have different preferences and might not 

completely share their income—and, in the end, 

their different bargaining power will drive the 

outcome of household decisions. Changing the 

bargaining power within households can result 

from a range of policies from direct transfers to 

changes in income-earning opportunities. How 

will bargaining power change, and how will 

that affect program design? A female-targeted 

village savings and loan program of the Inter-

national Rescue Committee in Burundi aimed 

to increase women’s control over the resources 

that the program would bring into households. 

It piloted a six-session course for participants 

and their spouses analyzing household decision 

making. Women who participated in this course 

reported greater autonomy in decision making 

and less violence at home than those in the mi-

crofi nance program who did not get this addi-

tional course.

Thinking on this type of policy can evolve. 

Initially, many conditional cash transfer pro-

grams targeted women, in part because women 

were likely to spend more of the transfer on 

children’s endowments. However, these trans-

fers themselves changed bargaining power 

within the household and, in some cases, such 

as Mexico, resulted in short-term increases in 

domestic violence.149 While this effect can dis-

appear or change in the longer term, a number 

of these transfer programs took proactive action 

to tackle domestic violence and broader issues 

within household relations by including condi-

tions to discourage domestic violence (Brazil), 

training and awareness of these issues for moth-

ers and families (Colombia, Peru), and even 

dedicated social workers (Chile).150

WANTED: BETTER EVIDENCE

To better understand whether policies to address 

gender inequalities are working, two actions are 

needed. First, programs and projects need to put 
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