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Why does gender equality 
matter for development?

The story of Ijuhanyondo village in Tanzania 
mirrors the evolution of gender equality across 
the world over the past quarter century.  Although 
many women continue to struggle with gender-
based disadvantages in their daily lives, things 
have changed for the better—and at a pace that 
would have been unthinkable even two decades 
ago. Women have made unprecedented gains in 
rights, in education and health, and in access to 
jobs and livelihoods. More countries than ever 
guarantee women and men equal rights under 

the law in such areas as property ownership, 
inheritance, and marriage. In all, 136 countries 
now have explicit guarantees for the equality of 
all citizens and nondiscrimination between men 
and women in their constitutions.

Progress has not come easily. And it has not 
come evenly to all countries or to all women—or 
across all dimensions of gender equality. The 
likelihood of women dying during childbirth 
in Sub-Saharan Africa and parts of South Asia 
is still comparable to that in Northern Europe 
in the 19th century. A wealthy urban child in 
Nigeria—boy or girl—averages around 10 years 
of schooling, while poor rural Hausa girls aver-

Overview

Baruani is reflecting on how women’s and men’s lives have changed over the past decade in  
Ijuhanyondo—a village in Tanzania. “Ten years back was terrible,” she recalls. “Women were very be-
hind. They used to be only at home doing housework. But now, they are in businesses, they are in poli-
tics.” Others hold similar views. “We do not depend a lot on men as it used to be,” says Agnetha. “We 
have some cash for ourselves, and this assists us in being free from men and to some extent controlling 
our lives.” In addition to managing their businesses, the women now make up half the members of the 
street committee that runs the village.

Despite these positive changes, many challenges continue to weigh on women’s daily lives. Fewer than 
half the homes in the village have piped water. Even more difficult, Tungise and other women of the 
 village still fear violence by their partners: “When they are drunk, they can begin beating up women and 
children in the house. The worst bit of it is forcing sex with you.” Although legally women can inherit 
land or a house, tradition prevails. “Yes, women can inherit property,” says Flora, the executive secretary 
of the street committee. “In fact, in the will the father is supposed to give each son and daughter some-
thing, and nowadays the law is strict, equally. But still, men give to their sons and argue that women 
have the property of where they are married.”

Dodoma Rural Community Report, from “Defining Gender in the  
21st  Century: Talking with Women and Men around the World:  
A Multi-Country Qualitative Study of Gender and Economic Choice” 
(World Bank 2011)
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age fewer than six months. The rate at which 
women die relative to men is higher in low- and 
middle-income countries compared with their 
high-income counterparts, especially in the crit-
ical years of infancy and early childhood and 
in the reproductive period. Divorce or widow-
hood causes many women to become landless 
and lose their assets. Women continue to clus-
ter in sectors and occupations characterized as 
“female”—many of them lower paying. Women 
are also more likely to be the victims of violence 
at home and suffer more severe injuries. And 
almost everywhere women’s representation in 
politics and in senior managerial positions in 
business remains far lower than men’s.

Do these patterns of gender inequality–
in human and physical capital endowments, 
in economic opportunities, and in the ability 
to make choices to achieve desired outcomes 
(agency)—matter, particularly those that per-
sist even as the development process unfolds? 
This World Development Report (WDR) ar-
gues that they do for two reasons. First, gender 
equality matters intrinsically, because the abil-
ity to live the life of one’s own choosing and 
be spared from absolute deprivation is a basic 
human right and should be equal for everyone, 
independent of whether one is male or female. 
Second, gender equality matters instrumentally, 
because greater gender equality contributes to 
economic efficiency and the achievement of 
other key development outcomes.

Gender equality matters in its own right
Following Amartya Sen, we see development 
as a process of expanding freedoms equally for 
all people.1 In this view of development, gen-
der equality is a core objective in itself (box 
1). So, just as development means less income 
poverty or better access to justice, it should also 
mean fewer gaps in well-being between males 
and females. This viewpoint is also evident in 
the international development community’s 
recognition that women’s empowerment and 
gender equality are development objectives in 
their own right, as embodied in Millennium 
Development Goals 3 and 5 (box 2). It is seen 
as well in the adoption and widespread ratifica-
tion of the Convention on the Elimination of  
All Forms of Discrimination against Women 
(CEDAW). Adopted by the United Nations 
General Assembly in 1979, the convention es-
tablished a comprehensive framework for the 

advancement of women and has been ratified to 
date by 187 countries.

Gender equality matters for 
development—it is smart economics
Gender equality matters also as an instrument 
for development. As this Report shows, gender 
equality is smart economics: it can enhance eco-
nomic efficiency and improve other develop-
ment outcomes in three ways. First, removing 
barriers that prevent women from having the 
same access as men to education, economic op-
portunities, and productive inputs can generate 
broad productivity gains—gains all the more 
important in a more competitive and globalized 
world. Second, improving women’s absolute and 
relative status feeds many other development 
outcomes, including those for their children. 
Third, leveling the playing field—where women 
and men have equal chances to become socially 
and politically active, make decisions, and shape 
policies—is likely to lead over time to more rep-
resentative, and more inclusive, institutions and 
policy choices and thus to a better development 
path. Consider each in turn.

Misallocating women’s skills and talent 
comes at a high (and rising) economic cost
Gender equality can have large impacts on pro-
ductivity. Women now represent more than 40 
percent of the global labor force, 43 percent of 
the agricultural workforce, and more than half 
of the world’s university students. For an econ-
omy to be functioning at its potential, women’s 
skills and talents should be engaged in activities 
that make the best use of those abilities. But, 
as the stories of many women illustrate, this 
is not always the case. When women’s labor is 
underused or misallocated—because they face 
discrimination in markets or societal institu-
tions that prevents them from completing their 
education, entering certain occupations, and 
earning the same incomes as men—economic 
losses are the result. When women farmers 
lack security of land tenure, as they do in many 
countries, especially in Africa, the result is lower 
 access to credit and inputs and to inefficient 
land use, reducing yields. Discrimination in 
credit markets and other gender inequalities in 
access to productive inputs also make it more 
difficult for female-headed firms to be as pro-
ductive and profitable as male-headed ones. 
And, when women are excluded from manage-



4 WO R L D  D EV E LO P M E N T  R E P O RT  2 0 1 2

function, is large: ensuring that women farmers 
have the same access as men to fertilizer and other 
agricultural inputs would increase maize yields 
by 11 to 16 percent in Malawi and by 17 percent 
in Ghana.3 Improving women’s property rights 

ment positions, managers are less skilled on 
average, reducing the pace of innovation and 
technology adoption.2 

The direct payoff to correcting these failures, 
many rooted in how markets and institutions 

The 2010 Millennium Development Goal (MDG) Sum-
mit concluded with the adoption of a global action 
plan to achieve the eight goals by 2015. The summit 
also adopted a resolution calling for action to ensure 
gender parity in education and health, economic 
opportunities, and decision making through gender 
mainstreaming in development policy making. The 
resolution and the action plan reflect the belief of the 
international development community that gender 

Box 2  The Millennium Development Goals recognize the intrinsic and 
instrumental value of gender equality

Source: WDR 2012 team.

equality and women’s empowerment are develop-
ment objectives in their own right (MDG 3 and 5), as 
well as serving as critical channels for achieving the 
other MDGs and reducing income and non-income 
poverty. Gender equality and women’s empower-
ment help to promote universal primary education 
(MDG 2), reduce under-five mortality (MDG 4), 
improve maternal health (MDG 5), and reduce the 
likelihood of contracting HIV/AIDS (MDG 6). 

Box 1  What do we mean by gender equality? 

Sources: Booth and Nolen 2009; Croson and Gneezy 2009; Gneezy, Leonard, and List 2009; Kabeer 1996; Sen 1999; World Bank 2011.

Gender refers to the social, behavioral, and cultural attributes, 
expectations, and norms associated with being a woman or a man. 
Gender equality refers to how these aspects determine how women 
and men relate to each other and to the resulting differences in 
power between them. 

This Report focuses on three key dimensions of gender equality 
identified by men and women from Afghanistan to Poland to South 
Africa,  as well as by researchers: the accumulation of endowments 
(education, health, and physical assets); the use of those endow-
ments to take up economic opportunities and generate incomes; 
and the application of those endowments to take actions, or agency, 
affecting individual and household well-being. These are aspects of 
equality where shortfalls of choice are reflected in shortfalls of wel-
fare. They matter in and of themselves. But they are also closely 
interlinked. 

Gender inequality is both similar to and different from inequal-
ity based on other attributes such as race or ethnicity. Three differ-
ences are of particular relevance to the analysis of gender equality. 
First, the welfare of women and men living in the same household 
is difficult to measure separately, a problem that is compounded by 
the paucity of data on outcomes in the household. Second, prefer-
ences, needs, and constraints can differ systematically between 
men and women, reflecting both biological factors and “learned” 
social behaviors. Third, gender cuts across distinctions of income 
and class. These characteristics raise the question whether gender 
equality should be measured as equality of outcomes or equality of 
opportunity. The economic and philosophical literature on this 
issue is divided. 

Those who defend framing gender equality as equality of oppor-
tunity argue that it allows one to distinguish between inequalities 

that arise from circumstances beyond the control of individuals and 
those that stem from differences in preferences and choices. A sub-
stantial body of research documents such male-female differences in 
risk aversion, social preferences, and attitudes about competition. It 
 follows that if men and women differ, on average, in attitudes, prefer-
ences, and choices, then not all observed differences in outcomes 
can be attributed to differences in opportunities. 

Those who argue for equality of outcomes argue that differ-
ences in preferences and attitudes are largely “learned” and not 
inherent—that is, they are the result of culture and environment 
that lead men and women to internalize social norms and expec-
tations. Persistent differences in power and status between men 
and women can become internalized in aspirations, behaviors, and 
preferences that  perpetuate the inequalities. So, it is difficult to 
define equality of opportunity without also considering how actual 
outcomes are distributed. Only by attempting to equalize out-
comes can one break the vicious circle of low aspirations and low 
opportunity. 

Despite this debate, it is difficult in practice to measure oppor-
tunities separately from outcomes. Indeed, equality of opportuni-
ties and equality of outcomes are tightly linked both in theory and 
in measurement. For this reason, the Report takes a pragmatic 
approach, focusing on both outcomes and opportunities in relation 
to endowments, agency, and access to economic activities. Follow-
ing Sen, we also believe that while people may  disagree in what is 
just or fair, they will agree on eliminating what are “outrageously 
unjust arrangements.” In other words, while it may be difficult  
to define whether gender equality is about outcomes or opportuni-
ties, most will agree that gross manifestations of gender inequality 
should be eliminated.
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of countries (such as Bangladesh, Brazil, Côte 
d’Ivoire, Mexico, South Africa, and the United 
Kingdom) shows that increasing the share of 
household income controlled by women, either 
through their own earnings or cash transfers, 
changes spending in ways that benefit chil-
dren.10 In Ghana, the share of assets and the 
share of land owned by women are positively 
associated with higher food expenditures.11 In 
Brazil, women’s own nonlabor income has a 
positive impact on the height of their daugh-
ters.12 In China, increasing adult female income 
by 10 percent of the average household income 
increased the fraction of surviving girls by 1 per-
centage point and increased years of schooling 
for both boys and girls. In contrast, a compa-
rable increase in male income reduced survival 
rates and educational attainment for girls, with 
no impact on boys.13 In India, a woman’s higher 
earned income increases her children’s years of 
schooling.14

Improvements in women’s own education 
and health also have positive impacts on these 
and other outcomes for their children. Better 
nutritional status of mothers has been associ-
ated with better child health and survival.15 
And women’s education has been positively 
linked to a range of health benefits for chil-
dren—from higher immunization rates to bet-
ter nutrition to lower child mortality. Mothers’ 
(and fathers’) schooling has been positively 
linked to children’s educational attainment 
across a broad set of countries; in Pakistan, 
children whose mothers have even a single year 
of education spend one extra hour studying at 
home every day and report higher test scores.16 
Women’s lack of agency—as seen in domes-
tic violence—has consequences for their chil-
dren’s cognitive behaviors and health as adults. 
Medical research from developed countries has 
established a link between exposure to domes-
tic violence as a child and health problems as 
an adult—men and women who experienced 
violence in the home as children are two to 
three times more likely to suffer from cancer, 
a stroke, or cardiovascular problems, and five 
to ten times more likely to use alcohol or ille-
gal drugs than those who did not.17 Numerous 
studies also document how experiencing vio-
lence between parents as a child is a risk factor 
for women experiencing violence from their 
own partners as adults, and for men perpetrat-
ing violence against their partners.18

in Burkina Faso would increase total household 
agricultural production by about 6 percent, with 
no additional resources—simply by reallocat-
ing resources (fertilizer and labor) from men to 
women.4 The Food and Agriculture Organiza-
tion (FAO) estimates that equalizing access to 
productive resources between female and male 
farmers could increase agricultural output in 
developing countries by as much as 2.5 to 4 per-
cent.5 Eliminating barriers that prevent women 
from working in certain occupations or sectors 
would have similar positive effects, reducing 
the productivity gap between male and female 
workers by one-third to one-half (chapter 5) and 
increasing output per worker by 3 to 25 percent 
across a range of countries.6 But achieving these 
gains will not occur automatically as countries 
get richer: multiple and sometimes reinforcing 
barriers to gender equality can get in the way. 

These productivity gains are likely to be even 
larger in a more integrated world where efficiency 
in the use of resources is essential to a country’s 
competitiveness and growth. Indeed, recent 
work shows that gender inequality has become 
more costly for most countries in a world of open 
trade.7 Gender inequality diminishes a country’s 
ability to compete internationally—particularly 
if the country specializes in exporting goods and 
services for which men and women workers are 
equally well suited. Industries that rely more on 
female labor expand more in countries where 
women are more equal.8 The relationship also 
goes the other way: countries with an advantage 
in making products that rely more on women’s 
labor also have become more gender equal.9 
And in countries and regions with rapidly aging 
populations, like China and Europe and Central 
Asia, encouraging women to enter and remain 
in the labor force can help dampen the adverse 
impact of shrinking working-age populations. 
So, in a globalized world, countries that reduce 
gender-based inequalities, especially in second-
ary and tertiary education and in economic par-
ticipation, will have a clear advantage over those 
that delay action (chapter 6).

Women’s endowments, agency, and 
opportunities shape those of the next 
generation
Greater control over household resources by 
women leads to more investment in children’s 
human capital, with dynamic positive effects 
on economic growth. Evidence from a range 
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Increasing women’s individual and collective 
agency leads to better outcomes, institutions, 
and policy choices
Agency is about one’s ability to make choices—
and to transform them into desired actions and 
outcomes. Across all countries and cultures, 
there are differences between men’s and women’s 
ability to make these choices, usually to women’s 
disadvantage. These gendered differences mat-
ter for women’s well-being but also for a whole 
set of outcomes for their families and for soci-
ety in general. Women’s agency influences their 
ability to build their human capital and take up 
economic opportunities. In Bangladesh, women 
with greater control over health care and house-
hold purchases have higher nutritional status. 
Women’s agency also matters for the welfare of 
their children. In Mexico, the daughters (but 
not the sons) of women with more control 
over household decisions work fewer hours on 
household tasks.

Women’s collective agency can be transfor-
mative for society. It can shape the institutions, 
markets, and social norms that limit their indi-
vidual agency and opportunities. Empowering 
women as political and social actors can change 
policy choices and make institutions more rep-
resentative of a range of voices. Female suffrage 
in the United States led policy makers to turn 
their attention to child and maternal health and 
helped lower infant mortality by 8 to 15 per-
cent.19 In India, giving power to women at the 
local level (through political quotas) led to in-
creases in the provision of public goods (both 
female-preferred ones such as water and sani-
tation and male-preferred goods such as irri-
gation and schools) and reduced corruption.20 
Bribes paid by men and women in villages with 
a female leader were 2.7 to 3.2 percentage points 
less than in villages with a male leader.21 In India 
and Nepal, giving women a bigger say in man-
aging forests significantly improved conserva-
tion outcomes.22 Women’s greater public voice 
not only benefits women and children but can 
also benefit men. In many rich countries, greater 
female participation in economic activity has 
combined with their increased representation 
in political leadership to reshape social views on 
balancing work and family life in general and to 
pass more family-friendly labor legislation. 

Conversely, when women and men do not 
have equal chances to be socially and politically 
active and to influence laws, politics, and policy 
making, institutions and policies are more likely 

to systematically favor the interests of those with 
more influence. Institutional constraints and 
market failures that feed gender inequalities are 
less likely to be addressed and corrected, leading 
to their persistence. As highlighted in the World 
Development Report 2006: Equity and Develop-
ment, an “inequality trap” may thus emerge, 
preventing generations of women from getting 
educated and taking up economic opportuni-
ties on a par with men, reducing their ability to 
make informed choices and to realize their po-
tential as individuals.23

What does this report do?

This Report focuses on the economics of gender 
equality and development. It uses economic the-
ory to understand what drives differences in key 
aspects of welfare between men and women— 
education and health, access to economic op-
portunities and productive resources, and the 
ability to make effective choices and take ac-
tion. And it uses the same economic lens to 
explore what policy interventions and broader 
societal action can be taken to reduce these 
gender differences and improve development 
outcomes generally. The Report does not limit 
itself to economic outcomes—indeed, it devotes 
roughly equal attention to human endowments, 
economic opportunities, and women’s agency, 
signaling the importance of all three interrelated 
aspects in human welfare. Nor does it ignore the 
central role of social and political institutions, 
whether formal or informal, in determining 
gender outcomes. But in its framing of the issues 
and in the evidence it brings to the case for gen-
der equality, it draws heavily on the economic 
literature on gender. 

We adopt this approach for four reasons. First, 
it provides valuable insights into how key gender 
outcomes emerge and evolve as the development 
process unfolds, as well as how the role and ef-
fectiveness of policy influence these outcomes. 
Second, it builds on a tradition of World Bank 
work on the economics of gender (most notably, 
the Engendering Development report24) and on 
the institution’s strongest areas of expertise and 
specialization. Third, there are significant data 
and knowledge gaps that we can help fill in this 
area. Fourth, while the Report often arrives at di-
agnoses similar to those of other approaches, it 
provides different insights into the policy levers 
that can be used in support of gender equality.
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Drawing on past and recent work on gender 
and development within the World Bank26 and 
elsewhere, the Report posits that gender out-
comes can be understood through the responses 
of households to the functioning and structure 
of markets and institutions, both formal and in-
formal. Families decide how many children to 
have and when, how much to spend on educa-
tion and health for daughters and sons, how to 
allocate different tasks (inside and outside the 
household), and other matters that influence 
gender outcomes. 

The Report focuses largely on inequalities 
affecting women, dwelling on ones likely to be 
reproduced and passed on to the next genera-
tion. But it also focuses on inequalities affecting 
men, while recognizing that most of these male 
inequalities affect fewer realms of welfare.

We adopt an empirical approach, prefer-
ring rigorous and evidence-based analysis and 
highlighting causality where feasible. For this, 
we draw on a large and growing body of quan-
titative gender research, complemented by new 
analysis, particularly on time use, domestic 
violence, mortality risks, and inputs into agri-
culture and entrepreneurship. We also draw on 
new qualitative field research with more than 
4,000 men and women in 98 communities from 
19 developing countries, exploring how gender 
affects their everyday lives and their aspirations, 
education, job choices, decision making, and 
other aspects of well-being (box 3).25

A global report like this one cannot provide 
in-depth analysis of specific country circum-
stances. Nor can it cover all relevant dimensions 
of gender equality. Instead, it proposes a con-
ceptual framework to explain gender inequal-
ity and recommend public action, which can 
be adapted as necessary to specific countries, 
issues, and sectors. It then illustrates the use of 
this framework by focusing on aspects of gen-
der equality where there has been most progress 
worldwide (education, fertility, life expectancy, 
labor force participation, and the extension of 
legal rights) and where there has been little or 
very slow change (excess female mortality, seg-
regation in economic activity, gaps in earnings, 
responsibility for house and care work, asset 
ownership, and women’s agency in private and 
public spheres). 

To inform this Report the World Bank conducted new field research in 19 coun-
tries in all regions to gain a first-hand look at how men and women experience 
gender in their everyday lives. 

Women and men from all age groups, incomes, and locations see educa-
tion, the ownership of assets, access to economic opportunities, and 
opportunities to earn an income as the keys to improving their well-being and 
that of their families. In 500 focus groups, researchers identified women’s and 
men’s roles and responsibilities in private and public spheres—with women’s 
tasks being largely associated with family care and home production, and 
men’s with income generation and decision making. But differences across 
generations clearly show that these roles are being redefined in a world that 
offers new opportunities and demands for both men and women.

The findings also show that old problems persist in new settings even as 
new challenges are emerging. Many groups face pervasive disadvantages—for 
them, change remains an aspiration for future generations but not a reality in 
their everyday lives.

Source: World Bank 2011.

Note: The exercise was conducted with men and women of different age groups in 98 communities (about 
4,000 individuals) in Latin America (Dominican Republic and Peru), Europe and Central Asia (Moldova, Po-
land, and Serbia), Africa (Burkina Faso, Liberia, Sudan, South Africa, and Tanzania), South Asia (Afghanistan, 
Bhutan, and India), the Middle East (West Bank and Gaza and the Republic of Yemen), East Asia (Indonesia 
and Vietnam), and the Pacific Islands (Fiji and Papua New Guinea).

Box 3  How women and men define gender in the 
 21st century

I believe that a woman must be educated and must work in order to prove herself in 
society and to be a better mother.

Young woman in Rafah city, West Bank and Gaza

Women should work. Why should I stay at home if I can work outside? I should  
also earn income and my people and myself should enjoy the money I can make.  
Those days where our mothers were to ask for money from our fathers, even for  
simple things like underwear are gone: we need our own money and this means  
that we should work.

Young woman in Bukoba municipality, Tanzania

“

”



8 WO R L D  D EV E LO P M E N T  R E P O RT  2 0 1 2

(box 4). Voice and bargaining power of house-
hold members are defined by a range of factors, 
including their ownership of and control over 
resources, their ability to leave the household 
(exit options), and social norms. In this way, 
household decision making, markets, formal 
institutions, and informal institutions combine 
and interact to determine gender-related out-
comes (figure 1). 

The benefits of economic development (the 
combination of higher incomes and better ser-
vice delivery institutions) on gender outcomes 
can be seen clearly through this framework as 
emerging from the workings of households, 
markets, and institutions and their interactions. 
These impacts are illustrated in figure 1 by the 
“growth” arrow that turns the gears in the di-
rection of greater gender equality. The impact of 
more gender equality on growth is in turn cap-
tured by the “gender equality” arrow that flows 
back into higher growth.

Where has there been the most 
progress in gender equality? 

For women and girls in developing countries, 
much has changed for the better in the past 
quarter century. Take female life expectancy at 
birth. It increased dramatically in developing 
countries (by 20 to 25 years in most regions in 
the past 50 years) to reach 71 years globally in 
2007 (compared with 67 for men), and women 
now outlive men in every region of the world. 
The changes were much faster than when to-
day’s rich countries were poorer. It took more 
than 100 years for the number of children born 
to a woman in the United States to decline from 
6 to 3; the same decline took just over 35 years 
in India and less than 20 in Iran (figure 2). The 
same patterns can be seen in primary education. 
It took the United States 40 years (from 1870 
until 1910) to increase enrollments among girls 
aged 6 to 12 years from 57 percent to 88 percent; 
Morocco achieved a similar increase for this age 
group in just over a decade (from 58 percent in 
1997 to 88 percent in 2008).

Girls’ education
Progress in closing gender gaps in education has 
been steady and sustained at all levels—primary, 
secondary, and tertiary. In many countries, and 
especially for higher education, these gaps are 

They make these choices on the basis of the 
preferences, incentives, and constraints of dif-
ferent family members, and in relation to their 
relative voice and bargaining power. Preferences 
are shaped by gender roles, social norms, and 
social networks (which we group under the label 
informal institutions). Incentives are largely in-
fluenced by markets (including the markets for 
labor, credit, land, and goods), which determine 
the returns to household decisions and invest-
ments. Constraints arise from the interplay of 
formal institutions (comprising all that pertain 
to the functioning of the state) and markets but 
also reflect the influence of informal institutions 

Markets—a variety of arrangements that allow buyers and sellers to exchange 
(the rights over) any type of goods and services subject to a set of rules. Markets 
allow for any item that is exchanged to be evaluated and priced. Markets can be 
influenced and shaped by formal and informal institutions.

Formal institutions—all aspects that pertain to the functioning of the state, 
including laws, regulatory frameworks, and mechanisms for the delivery of ser-
vices that the state provides (such as judicial services, police services, basic infra-
structure, health, and education).

Informal social institutions—the mechanisms, rules, and procedures that shape 
social interactions but do not pertain to the functioning of the state. In this 
Report, the focus is on gender roles, beliefs, social norms, and social networks. 
Gender roles provide guides to normative behaviors for each sex within certain 
social contexts. Roles gain power as they are learned through socialization, elab-
orated in cultural products, and enacted in daily life. The repeated experience of 
performing gender roles affects widely shared beliefs about men’s and women’s 
attributes and one’s own sense of identity. Social norms refer to patterns of 
behavior that flow from socially shared beliefs and are enforced by informal social 
sanctions. These can affect household bargaining in many ways: they set limits 
on what can be bargained about; they can be a determinant of or constraint to 
bargaining power; they can affect how bargaining is conducted; and they them-
selves can be subject to bargaining and can change. Social networks refer to the 
system of social relationships and bonds of cooperation for mutual benefit that 
shape one’s opportunities, information, social norms, and perceptions.

Box 4  What do we mean by markets, formal institutions,  
and informal social institutions?

Sources: Agarwal 1994, 1997; Fehr, Fischbacher, and Gätcher 2002; Kabeer 1999; Sen 1990. 

“
”

I think women should go out as well to look 
for a job because men are failing to get jobs; 
for women it is easier because they have more 
options.

Young man in rural Ngonyameni, 
South Africa
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now reversing, with boys and young men at a 
relative disadvantage. Two-thirds of all coun-
tries have reached gender parity in primary 
education enrollments, while in over one-third, 
girls significantly outnumber boys in secondary 
education (figure 3). Even in regions with the 
largest remaining gender gaps—South Asia and 
Sub-Saharan Africa (particularly West Africa)—
there have been considerable gains. And in a 
striking reversal of historical patterns, more 
women than men now attend universities, with 
women’s tertiary enrollment across the globe 
having risen more than sevenfold since 1970 
(fourfold for men). Yet while boy disadvantage 
is slowly emerging in some places, girl disadvan-
tage where it exists tends to emerge earlier in life 
and is deeper.

Women’s market work
Women’s labor force participation has grown 
in the past 30 years as expanding economic op-
portunities have drawn many female workers 

F i g u r e  1  Gender outcomes result from interactions between households, markets, and institutions
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F i g u r e  2  Across the world, women 
are having fewer children

Source: www.gapminder.org
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tures change so that activities in which men 
no longer have an advantage become more 
prominent. This shift opens new opportunities 
for women’s employment, and households re-
spond to these signals by educating daughters. 
Richer countries can also invest in more ac-
cessible education systems by building schools 
and hiring teachers. When combined with bet-
ter incentive and accountability systems, these 
inputs help deliver better and cheaper services, 
lowering the costs of access to households and 
increasing their use. Where all these factors 
have worked together, the gaps have closed rap-
idly, as in Morocco. 

But even if bottlenecks appear in any one 
of these channels—pro-boy preferences within 
households or inadequacies in the provision of 
education or slow growth or limits on women’s 
employment opportunities—the other channels 
still have allowed progress in educating girls. Pol-
icies targeted to getting children to school, such 
as the conditional cash transfers used in more 
than 30 countries worldwide (many explicitly 
targeting girls, as in Bangladesh and Cambodia), 
have also helped. These forces are illustrated in 
figure 4 by the (green) gears representing house-
holds, formal institutions, and markets all mov-
ing in ways that narrow educational gender gaps 
(“oiled” by supportive policies).

into the market. Between 1980 and 2008, the 
gender gap in participation narrowed from 32 
percentage points to 26 percentage points. By 
2008, women represented more than 40 percent 
of the global labor force. Large increases in par-
ticipation in countries that started with very low 
rates (mainly in Latin America and the Carib-
bean and to a lesser extent in the Middle East 
and North Africa) combined with small declines 
in countries that started with very high rates 
(mainly in Eastern Europe and Central Asia) 
mean that rates have converged across regions, 
although significant differences remain. Female 
labor force participation is lowest in the Mid-
dle East and Northern Africa (26 percent) and 
South Asia (35 percent) and highest in East Asia 
and the Pacific (64 percent) and Sub-Saharan 
Africa (61 percent).

What explains progress?
Where gaps have closed quickly, it has been a 
result of how markets and institutions have 
functioned and evolved, how growth has played 
out, and how all these factors have interacted 
through household decisions. For education, 
consider each in turn. Higher incomes allow 
families that had previously only sent their sons 
to school to now send their daughters as well. 
As countries get richer, their economic struc-

F i g u r e  3   Gender parity in enrollments at lower levels has been achieved in much of the world, but tertiary 
enrollments are very low and favor women

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

Note: The 45° line in each figure above shows gender parity in enrollments. Any point above the 45° line implies that more women are enrolled relative to men.
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has increased sharply over time. So, at every level 
of per capita income, more women are now en-
gaged in economic activity outside the home 
than ever before.

There are two main reasons why gains in 
some domains of gender equality in many de-
veloping countries came faster than they did for 
today’s rich countries when they were at com-
parable incomes. First, the incomes of many 
developing countries have grown faster. Since 
1950, 13 developing countries have grown at 
an average of 7 percent a year for more than 25 
years or longer—a pace unprecedented before 
the latter half of the 20th century.28 Second, the 
various domains of gender outcomes are inter-
related. So, improvements in one have spurred 
advances in others. The decline in fertility that 
has come with higher incomes has helped lower 
the number of deaths associated with maternal 
mortality. And bearing fewer children has given 
women more time to invest in acquiring hu-
man capital and to participate in the economy. 
Forward-looking parents have responded to the 

The interactions between households, mar-
kets and institutions can also explain the pattern 
and pace of female labor force participation. A 
woman’s decision to work outside the home re-
sponds both to changes in her own wages and 
to changes in her household income. As low- 
income countries grow richer, women partici-
pate less in market work because their household 
incomes also rise. Over time, their education lev-
els also increase as formal institutions respond. 
Rising incomes also lead to later marriage and 
childbearing and lower fertility. These factors 
all bring women back into the labor force. In 10 
Latin American countries, almost two-thirds of 
the increase in women’s labor force participa-
tion in the past two decades can be attributed 
to more education and to changes in family 
formation (later marriage and lower fertility).27 
These different impacts of income growth and 
rising women’s wages lead to a U-shaped pat-
tern of female labor force participation across 
countries (figure 5). But notably, since 1980, the 
female participation rate at each level of income 

F i g u r e  4  Using the framework to explain progress in education
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from educating girls and from women working 
become evident. Consider the notable advances 
in gender equality in two very different coun-
tries: Bangladesh and Colombia. 

•	 In the four decades since Bangladesh gained 
independence, the average number of chil-
dren a woman will have during her lifetime 
fell from almost 7 to just over 2. School en-
rollment among girls rose from a third in 
1991 to 56 percent in 2005. And just in the 
latter part of the 1990s, labor force participa-
tion for young women more than doubled. 

•	 In	Colombia,	the	average	number	of	children	
a woman will bear dropped from 3.2 to 2.4 
between the mid-1980s and 2005. Women 
also reversed the education gap and now  
have higher completion rates than men for 
primary, secondary, and even tertiary educa-
tion. And the country has the steepest in-
crease in women’s labor force participation 
in the region, giving it one of the highest par-
ticipation rates in Latin America. Women 
there are well represented in managerial po-
sitions and in finance—the glass ceilings no-
toriously hard to break through even in many 
rich countries.

The problem of severely disadvantaged 
populations
The combined forces of markets, service deliv-
ery institutions, and income growth that have 
contributed to closing gender gaps in education, 
fertility, and labor force participation for many 
women have not worked for everyone. For poor 
women and for women in very poor places, 
sizable gender gaps remain. And these gaps are 
even worse where poverty combines with other 
factors of exclusion—such as ethnicity, caste,  
remoteness, race, disability, or sexual orienta-
tion. Even in education, where gaps have nar-
rowed in most countries, girls’ enrollment in 
primary and secondary school has improved 
little in many Sub-Saharan countries and 
some parts of South Asia. School enrollments 
for girls in Mali are comparable to those in 
the United States in 1810, and the situation 
in Ethiopia and Pakistan is not much better 
(figure 6). And in many countries, gender dis-
parities remain large only for those who are 
poor. In both India and Pakistan, while boys 
and girls from the top income quantile (fifth) 
participate in school at similar rates, there is a 

expanded employment opportunities by in-
creasing their educational investments in their 
daughters. These better educated girls are more 
likely to work when they become older, have 
fewer children, and exercise more voice in their 
households—feeding the cycle of change. So, 
the progress in fertility, the gains in education, 
the gains in women’s agency, and the shifts of 
women to market work are not only related but 
also mutually reinforcing. Public policies have 
themselves played a role, because the big push 
for universal education of the past decade has 
helped get all children to school.

The main lesson: when market signals, for-
mal institutions, and income growth all come 
together to support investments in women, gen-
der equality can and does improve very quickly. 
And these improvements can occur even when 
informal institutions, such as social norms 
about what is “appropriate” for girls and boys 
or women and men, may themselves take time 
to adapt. This is not to say that social norms 
have not been important in determining these 
outcomes. The differences across countries and 
among regions within countries both in clos-
ing gender gaps in educational attainment and 
levels of women’s labor force participation high-
light their influence. But the fast pace of change 
in education and even in labor force participa-
tion almost everywhere shows how these norms 
adapt quite quickly as the economic returns 

F i g u r e  5     Female labor force participation has increased over 
time at all income levels

Source: WDR 2012 team calculations based on International Labor Organization 2010 (130 countries).
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ity for house and care work, gaps in asset owner-
ship, and constraints to women’s agency in both 
the private and public spheres. Progress in these 
domains is difficult to see, despite greater pros-
perity in many parts of the world. Indeed, many 
of these gender disparities remain salient even 
among the richest countries.

Gender disparities persist in these “sticky” 
domains for three main reasons. First, there 
may only be a single institutional or policy 
“fix,” which can be difficult and easily blocked. 
We illustrate this problem with excess female 
mortality. Second, disparities persist when mul-
tiple reinforcing constraints combine to block 
progress. We use disparities in the economic 
sphere (the persistence of gender earnings gaps 
and gender segregation in employment) and in 
agency (differences in societal voice and house-
hold decision making) to illustrate this prob-
lem. Third, gender differences are particularly 
persistent when rooted in deeply entrenched 
gender roles and social norms—such as those 

gender gap of almost five years in the bottom 
income quantile (figure 7).

Beyond the poor, gender gaps remain par-
ticularly large for groups for whom ethnicity, 
geographical distance, and other factors (such 
as disability or sexual orientation) compound 
gender inequality. Almost two-thirds of out-of-
school girls globally belong to ethnic minority 
groups in their own countries.29 The illiteracy 
rate among indigenous women in Guatemala 
stands at 60 percent, 20 points above indige-
nous men and twice the rate of nonindigenous 
women.30

For these severely disadvantaged groups—
which can be pockets of disadvantage or en-
tire swaths of countries or regions—none of 
the forces that favor educating girls and young 
women are working. So, the growth in aggregate 
income may not be broad-based enough to ben-
efit poor households. Market signals are muted 
because economic opportunities for women do 
not expand much or because other barriers—
such as exclusion caused by ethnicity, race, or 
caste—get in the way of accessing those oppor-
tunities. And service delivery is often riddled 
with problems because poverty, distance, and 
discrimination mean that these groups do not 
see an expansion of schools and teachers. This 
does not mean that the channels that have fa-
vored girls’ education elsewhere will not work 
for these groups. It means that efforts need to 
be redoubled to ensure that the essential build-
ing blocks for progress (broad-based income 
growth, expanding employment opportunities 
for women, and effective service delivery) are 
in place. And these efforts may need to be com-
bined with complementary interventions that 
address specific disadvantages that compound 
gender inequality (chapter 7).

Where have gender inequalities 
persisted and Why?

By contrast to areas that have seen good prog-
ress, change has come slowly or not at all for 
many women and girls in many other dimen-
sions of gender equality. Health disadvantages 
that show up in the excess relative mortality of 
girls and women fall into this category. So do 
other persistent gender disparities, including 
segregation in economic activity, gender gaps in 
earnings, male-female differences in responsibil-

F i g u r e  6     Low-income countries lag behind in realizing  
progress in female school enrollment

Source: WDR 2012 team estimates based on U.S. Census and the International Income Distribution  
Database (I2D2).

Note:  Values between 1760 and 1840 are based on female school enrollment trending between 1850  
and 2000.
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below the age of 60. About two-fifths of them 
are never born, one-fifth goes missing in infancy 
and childhood, and the remaining two-fifths do 
so between the ages of 15 and 59 (table 1).

Growth does not make the problem disap-
pear. Between 1990 and 2008, the number of 
missing girls at birth and excess female mortal-
ity after birth did not change much; declines in 
infancy and childhood were offset by dramatic 
increases in Sub-Saharan Africa in the repro-
ductive ages. Part of the increase is because 
populations increased. But, unlike Asia, where 
the population-adjusted missing women fell 
in every country (dramatically in Bangladesh, 
Indonesia, and Vietnam), most Sub-Saharan 
countries saw little change in the new millen-
nium. And in the countries hardest hit by the 
HIV/AIDS epidemic, things got much worse.

The Report’s analysis helps explain these 
patterns. Depending on the period in the life 
cycle, girls and women are missing for dif- 
ferent reasons. Missing girls at birth reflect 

about who is responsible for care and house-
work in the home, and what is “acceptable” for 
women and men to study, do, and aspire to. 
And these gaps tend to be reproduced across 
generations. Consider each in turn.

Higher mortality of girls and women
The rate at which girls and women die relative to 
men is higher in low- and middle-income coun-
tries than in high-income countries. To quantify 
this excess female mortality (“missing” girls and 
women) and identify the ages at which it occurs, 
this Report estimated the number of excess fe-
male deaths at every age and for every country 
in 1990, 2000, and 2008.31 Excess female deaths 
in a given year represent women who would not 
have died in the previous year if they had lived 
in a high-income country, after accounting for 
the overall health environment of the country 
they live in. Globally, excess female mortality 
after birth and “missing” girls at birth account 
every year for an estimated 3.9 million women 

F i g u r e  7  Female disadvantage within countries is more marked at low incomes

Source: WDR 2012 team estimates based on EdAttain.
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South Asia. High maternal mortality is the main 
contributor to excess female mortality in the re-
productive years. In Afghanistan, Chad, Guinea-
Bissau, Liberia, Mali, Niger, Sierra Leone, and 
Somalia, at least 1 of every 25 women will die 
from complications of childbirth or pregnancy. 
And a much larger fraction will suffer long-term 
health consequences from giving birth.33

Progress in reducing maternal mortality has 
not been commensurate with income growth. 
In India, despite stellar economic growth in re-
cent years, maternal mortality is almost six times  
the rate in Sri Lanka. In the past two decades, 
only 90 countries experienced a decline of 40 
percent or more in the maternal mortality ra-
tio, while 23 countries showed an increase. The 
main problem is, again, that households are be-
ing asked to make many decisions in the face of 
bad options—a result of multiple service deliv-
ery failures. In many parts of the world, this sit-
uation is reinforced by social norms that influ-
ence household behavior and make it difficult 

overt discrimination in the household, result-
ing from the combination of strong preferences 
for sons combined with declining fertility and 
the spread of technologies that allow parents to 
know the sex before birth.32 This is a particular 
issue in China and North India (although now 
spreading to other parts of India), but it is also 
visible in parts of the Caucasus and the Western 
Balkans.

Missing girls during infancy and early child-
hood cannot be explained by a preference for 
sons alone, although discrimination against girls 
may contribute to it. It is a result not so much of 
discrimination as of poor institutions that force 
households to choose among many bad options, 
particularly regarding water and sanitation. 
Markets and households cannot compensate for 
these poor services.

Missing women in the reproductive ages re-
flect two main factors. First, stubbornly high 
rates of maternal mortality persist, especially in 
much of Sub-Saharan Africa and some parts of 

Source: WDR 2012 team estimates based on data from the World Health Organization 2010 and United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs 2009.

Note: Totals do not necessarily add up due to rounding.

ta B l e  1  Almost 4 million missing women each year
 Excess female deaths in the world, by age and region, 1990 and 2008
 (thousands)

East Asia and Pacific (excluding China)

China

India

Sub-Saharan Africa

High HIV-prevalence countries

Low HIV-prevalence countries

South Asia (excluding India)

Middle East and North Africa

Europe and Central Asia

Latin America and the Caribbean

Total

girls at birth girls under 5 girls 5–14 women 15–49 women 50–59

   1990 2008 1990 2008 1990 2008  1990 2008  1990  2008

Total
women
under 60

 1990 2008

 890 1,092 259 71 21 5 208 56 92 30 1,470 1,254

 265 257 428 251 94 45 388 228 81 75 1,255 856

 42 53 183 203 61 77 302 751 50 99 639 1,182

 0 0 6 39 5 18 38 328 4 31 53 416

 42 53 177 163 57 59 264 423 46 68 586 766

 0 1 99 72 32 20 176 161 37 51 346 305

 3 4 14 7 14 9 137 113 48 46 216 179

 5 6 13 7 4 1 43 24 15 15 80 52

 7 14 3 1 0 0 12 4 4 3 27 23

 0 0 11 5 3 1 20 10 17 17 51 33

 1,212 1,427 1,010 617 230 158 1,286 1,347 343 334 4,082 3,882



16 WO R L D  D EV E LO P M E N T  R E P O RT  2 0 1 2

in the quality of institutions—in the provi-
sion of clean water, sanitation, and maternal 
health care. Because there is only a single point 
of entry—through better institutions—for ad-
dressing female mortality, solving the problem is 
hard—much harder than getting girls to school. 
But for any basic notions of human justice, the 
global development community must make ad-
dressing this problem a priority. 

Gender segregation in economic activity 
and earnings gaps
Although women have entered the labor force 
in large numbers across much of the developing 
world in the past quarter century, this increased 
participation has not translated into equal em-
ployment opportunities or equal earnings for 
men and women. Women and men tend to 
work in very different parts of the “economic 
space,” with little change over time, even in 
high-income countries. In almost all countries, 
women are more likely than men to engage in 
low-productivity activities. They are also more 
likely to be in wage or unpaid family employ-
ment or work in the informal wage sector. In 
agriculture, especially in Africa, women operate 
smaller plots of land and farm less remunerative 
crops. As entrepreneurs, they tend to manage 
smaller firms and concentrate in less-profitable 
sectors. And in formal employment, they con-
centrate in “female” occupations and sectors 
(figure 8). These patterns of gender segregation 
in economic activity change with economic de-
velopment but do not disappear.

As a result of these differences in where 
women and men work, gender gaps in earn-
ings and productivity persist across all forms of 
economic activity—in agriculture, in wage em-
ployment, and in entrepreneurship (map 1). In 
almost all countries, women in manufacturing 
earn less than men. In agriculture, farms oper-
ated by women on average have lower yields 
than those operated by men, even for men and 
women in the same households and for men 
and women cultivating the same crops.34 Fe-
male entrepreneurs are also less productive than 
male entrepreneurs.35 In urban areas in Eastern 
Europe and Central Asia, Latin America, and 
Sub-Saharan Africa, the value added per worker 
is lower in firms managed by women than in 
those managed by men.36 For firms operating in 
rural Bangladesh, Ethiopia, Indonesia, and Sri 

for women to get maternal health care quickly 
enough even where it is available. And high fer-
tility, partly reflecting low incomes, compounds 
the problem in parts of Sub-Saharan Africa.

Second, the impacts of the HIV/AIDS pan-
demic on the mortality of women in many East-
ern and Southern African countries have been 
dramatic. The reason for the greater prevalence 
of HIV/AIDS among women relative to men is 
their greater susceptibility and the greater like-
lihood that their sexual partners are older and 
thus more likely than younger men to have HIV. 
In addition, countries that have had a low-lying 
civil conflict (such as Democratic Republic of 
Congo) have also seen an increase in the num-
ber of “missing” women. This is in contrast to 
other countries that have had outright wars—
like Eritrea, where men who went “missing” in 
the years of war increased. 

An examination of the historical experience 
of northern and western European countries 
and the United States reveals that similar pat-
terns of excess female mortality in infancy and 
the reproductive years existed there but disap-
peared between 1900 and 1950. These reductions 
occurred primarily because of improvements 

Source: WDR 2012 team estimates based on International Labour Organization 2010 (77 countries).

Note: Totals do not necessarily add due to rounding.

F i g u r e  8     Women and men work in different sectors
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disproportionate responsibility for housework 
and care, while men are responsible mostly for 
market work (figure 10). When all activities are 
added up, women typically work more hours 
than men, with consequences for their leisure 
and well-being. And everywhere they devote 
more time each day to care and housework 
than their male partners: differences range 
from one to three hours more for housework, 
two to ten times the time for care (of children, 
elderly, and the sick), and one to four hours 
less for market activities. Even as women take 
up a bigger share of market work, they remain 
largely responsible for care and housework. 
And these patterns are only accentuated after 
marriage and childbearing. 

A second factor driving segregation in em-
ployment and earnings gaps is differences in 
human and physical endowments (including 
access to assets and credit). Despite increases in 
women’s education, there are still differences in 
human capital between women and men. These 
include a gap in years of schooling among older 

Lanka, the differences in profitability are signifi-
cant between female-owned and male-owned 
businesses.37 

So, what explains this persistent gender seg-
regation in economic activity and the resulting 
gaps in earnings? The Report argues that gender 
differences in time use, in access to assets and 
credit, and in treatment by markets and formal 
institutions (including the legal and regula-
tory framework) all play a role in constraining 
women’s opportunities. These constraints are 
shown in figure 9 as wedges blocking progress 
toward greater gender equality. Income growth 
has some influence in shifting these patterns but 
does not eliminate them. The mutually reinforc-
ing interactions between these different factors 
make the problem particularly difficult to break. 
Consider each in turn.

The differing amounts of time that men and 
women allocate to care and related household 
work are one factor driving segregation and 
the consequent earnings gaps. In most coun-
tries, irrespective of income, women bear a 

M a p  1  Earnings gaps between women and men (female earnings relative to $1 of male earnings)

Sources: Data for Benin come from Kinkingninhoun-Mêdagbé and others 2010; for Malawi from Gilbert, Sakala, and Benson 2002; for Nigeria from Oladeebo and Fajuyigbe 2007; for 
Bangladesh, Ethiopia, and Sri Lanka from Costa and Rijkers 2011; and for Egypt, Georgia, Germany, Iceland, India, and Mexico from LABORSTA, ILO.
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large. Data for 16 countries in five developing 
regions indicate female-headed households are 
less likely to own and less likely to farm land.38 
More generally, where evidence is available 
for all farmers, women seldom own the land 
they farm. For example, in Brazil, women own 
as little as 11 percent of land. And their land-
holdings are systematically smaller than those 
owned by men. In Kenya, women account for 5 
percent of registered landholders nationally.39 
And in Ghana, the mean value of men’s land-
holdings is three times that of women’s land-
holdings.40 Similarly large gaps are observed in 
use of fertilizers and improved seed varieties in 
agriculture, and in access to and use of credit 
among entrepreneurs. 

Third, market failures and institutional con-
straints also play a role. Labor markets often do 
not work well for women, especially if their pres-
ence is limited in some sectors or occupations. 
When few women are employed, employers may 
hold discriminatory beliefs about women’s pro-
ductivity or suitability as workers—these beliefs 

cohorts as well as differences in what women 
and men choose to study in younger cohorts—
differences that affect employment segregation, 
especially in countries where most young people 
go to college. In agriculture and entrepreneur-
ship, large and significant gender disparities in 
access to inputs (including land and credit) and 
in asset ownership are at the root of the gender 
productivity gap. Indeed, yield differences for 
female and male farmers disappear altogether 
when access to productive inputs is taken into 
account (figure 11). Differences in access to in-
puts may be further compounded by differences 
in the availability of “market time,” as noted 
above, which can make the same investment 
less productive for women than for men. Jointly, 
these constraints mean that women entrepre-
neurs and farmers are often restricted to busi-
nesses and activities that are less profitable and 
less likely to expand.

How big are gender differences in access to 
assets (especially land), credit, and other in-
puts? A variety of data sources suggests they are 

F i g u r e  9  Explaining persistent segregation and earnings gaps
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measures, prevent women from entering some 
sectors or occupations. 

In sum, whether women are farmers, en-
trepreneurs, or workers, many are caught in a 
productivity trap: working hard on an uneven 
playing field with unequal access to productive 
inputs. This trap imposes significant costs on 
women’s welfare and economic opportunities 

can persist if there are no mechanisms in place 
to correct them. Access to information about 
jobs, and support for promotions and advance-
ment, often occur in gendered networks, hurt-
ing women trying to enter a male-dominated 
field (or equally hurting men trying to enter a 
female-dominated one, such as nursing). And 
sometimes, legal barriers, framed as protective 

F i g u r e  10   Across the world, women spend more hours per day on care and 
housework than men

Source: Berniell and Sanchez-Páramo 2011.
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of married women in India are not involved in 
spending decisions, even about their own in-
comes. Even in an upper-middle-income coun-
try like Turkey, more than a quarter of married 
women in the lowest income quantile lack con-
trol over their earned income.41 Women’s ability 
to own, control, and dispose of property still dif-
fers from that of men—sometimes legally, often 
in practice. And again, these patterns change 
only slowly as countries grow richer.

A clear manifestation of the lack of agency 
is domestic violence. Violence is the opposite 
of freedom—an extreme form of coercion that 
by definition negates agency. Women are at far 
greater risk of violence by an intimate partner or 
someone they know than from violence by other 
people. And women are more likely than men to 
be killed, seriously injured, or victims of sexual 
violence by intimate partners.42 The prevalence 
of domestic violence varies greatly across coun-
tries, with no clear relationship to incomes; 
while incidence tends to rise with socioeconomic  
deprivation, violence knows no boundaries. In 
some middle-income nations, such as Brazil 
(Sao Paolo and Pernambuco region) and Serbia 
(Belgrade), women report that the incidence 
of physical violence by intimate partners is as 
high as 25 percent.43 In Peru (Cusco), almost 50 
percent of women are victims of severe physical 
violence during their lifetime, and in Ethiopia 
(Butajira), 54 percent of women reported being 
subject to physical or sexual abuse by an inti-
mate partner in the past 12 months. 44

Multiple factors are at work behind these 
large gaps in women’s voice. In society, low 
representation can be self-perpetuating, with 
women unable to convey their ability to lead. 
So, in politics, voters will not be able to judge 
accurately the capacity of a woman leader. And 
women’s entry may be limited by societal beliefs 
that being engaged in politics is a masculine 
activity or that women are less effective leaders 
than men—beliefs that are hard to break until 
a critical mass of women rises to political lead-
ership. Different responsibilities for care work 
also mean that women lack the flexibility or the 
time to invest as heavily as men in participating 
in political institutions. The lack of networks for 
women also makes it more difficult for them to 
ascend to positions of authority in political par-
ties or labor unions. 

In the household, two important determi-
nants of a woman’s voice are her income and 

today—and serious disincentives to invest in the 
women of tomorrow. 

Less voice in societal and household 
decision making
In much of the world, women have less input 
than men in decision making in their house-
holds, in their communities, and in their soci-
eties. Consider women’s underrepresentation in 
formal politics, especially in its upper reaches. 
Fewer than one-fifth of all cabinet positions is 
held by women. And women’s lack of represen-
tation extends to the judiciary and labor unions. 
These patterns do not change much as countries 
get richer. The share of women parliamentari-
ans increased only from 10 percent to 17 percent 
between 1995 and 2009. 

Whether and how much voice a woman has 
in household decision making over patterns of 
spending, including spending on children, are 
important markers of her agency. As many as a 
third of married women in Malawi and a fifth 

Source: Alene and others 2008; Gilbert, Sakala, and Benson 2002; Kinkingninhoun-Mêdagbé and others 
2010; Moock 1976; Oladeebo and Fajuyigbe 2007; Saito, Mekonnen, and Spurling 1994; Vargas Hill and 
Vigneri 2009.

F i g u r e  11     Gender differences in agricultural productivity 
 disappear when access to and use of productive 
inputs are taken into account

–13.5% 

–26% 

–40% 

–21% 

–17% 

–7.7% 

–19% 

10 20 –60 –50 –40 –30 –20 –10 0 

–4% 

0.6% 

0% 

0% 

0% 

–25% 

12.5% 

0% 

6.6% 

Malawi  (National) 

Nigeria (Osun State) 

Benin (Central) 

Ghana (National)

Ethiopia (Central Highlands) 

Kenya (Subnational) 

Kenya (Western), 2008

Kenya (Western), 1976

average gender gap

percent

gender gap with equal access to inputs

In Malawi, women’s agricultural 
productivity is 13.5% lower than men’s this difference disappears w

hen w
om

en
and m

en have equal access to inputs



 Overview 21

pro-male bias in India and Ethiopia but not in 
Peru and Vietnam. 

A growing body of research also suggests that 
attitudes about women in the family and the 
workplace are transmitted across generations. 
When women do not work outside the home, 
their daughters are also less likely to do so as 
adults, and their sons are less likely to marry 
women who work outside the home.48 Young 
men and young women also tend to study in 
very different fields—with women favoring 
education and the humanities, while men fa-
vor engineering, agriculture, and sciences—in 
ways that are unrelated to abilities (chapter 3) 
yet repeat themselves over generations and do 
not go away as incomes rise. Evidence also sug-
gests that domestic violence witnessed as a child 
is repeated in adulthood.49 Women in Haiti who 
had witnessed domestic violence were more 
likely to report being the victims of physical or 
sexual violence.50 The pattern is similar in Cam-
bodia and Mexico. 51 And men in South Africa 
who reported witnessing violence between their 
parents were significantly more likely to report 
perpetrating physical violence themselves.52

Norms may be learned in the household, but 
they are often reinforced by market signals and 
institutions, which are gender biased in many 
aspects. For example, gender differences in the 
responsibility for house and care work, as just 
discussed, are rooted in gender roles but strength-
ened by discrimination in labor markets and by 
a lack of child-care services. At the root of gen-
dered patterns of what men and women study is 
a combination of factors that feed into household 
decisions (norms about what is appropriate for 
girls and boys), institutions (gendered education 
systems), and markets (gendered networks and 
occupational segregation). For domestic violence, 
empirical work finds significant explanatory 
power at the individual, household, and commu-
nity levels, reinforced by social perceptions and 
institutional failures (including a lack of protec-
tive laws and services or their poor enforcement 
and delivery).53 

What can we learn from the persistence  
of all these gender gaps?
Markets and institutions (formal and informal) 
can work against greater gender equality—
in ways that are often mutually reinforcing. 
Sometimes service delivery institutions fail, as 
for young girls and women during childbirth. 

her control over household assets. Economic 
growth can improve the material conditions for 
exercising agency, with women generally having 
more voice in wealthier households. But higher 
household incomes alone are not enough to 
eliminate the lower capacity of women to ex-
ercise agency. What matters are a woman’s own 
income and assets as well as her ability to leave 
the household, all of which increase her bargain-
ing power and ability to influence household 
choices. In India, owning property substantially 
enhances women’s voice in the household on 
various matters and reduces her risk of domes-
tic violence.45 Similarly, as women’s shares in 
household earnings increase in Colombia and 
South Africa, so does their control over key 
household decisions. There is also evidence of a 
relationship between women’s assets, earnings, 
and shares of household income, and the inci-
dence of domestic violence.46 

But if women’s earnings are limited by mal-
functioning markets or other gender-differenti-
ated barriers to economic opportunities and as-
set ownership, women’s voice in the household 
will remain muted. Reinforcing these market 
and legal influences are social norms dictating 
that men, not women, make the major decisions 
in households.

Reproducing gender inequality across 
generations
Perhaps the “stickiest” aspect of gender out-
comes is the way patterns of gender inequal-
ity are reproduced over time. Part of this 
persistence is rooted in slow-moving social 
norms and how they affect what happens in 
the household. Women and men internalize 
social norms and expectations in ways that af-
fect not only their own aspirations, behaviors, 
and preferences but also those of their chil-
dren. The Young Lives study looked at educa-
tional aspirations and noncognitive skills of 
boys and girls at ages 8, 12, and 15 for 12,000 
children in Ethiopia, Andhra Pradesh in India, 
Peru, and Vietnam.47 Parental aspirations for 
the education of their children were biased to-
ward boys in Ethiopia and India by the age of 
12 and toward girls in Peru and Vietnam. By 
the age of 15, these biases had been transmit-
ted to children, with clearly higher educational 
aspirations among boys in Ethiopia and India, 
and among girls in Vietnam. And by age 15, 
measures of agency or efficacy showed a strong 
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other domains of gender equality, such as occu-
pational segregation and many manifestations 
of women’s agency, income growth and better 
service delivery are far less effective in unlocking 
the often multiple and reinforcing constraints 
that underlie persistent gender gaps. 

The new forces of globalization can reduce 
many of these gaps. First, trade openness and 
the diffusion of new information and com-
munication technologies have translated into 
more jobs and stronger connections to markets 
for women, increasing their access to economic 
opportunities and contributing to their eco-
nomic empowerment. Second, urbanization 
and greater access to information have allowed 
many in developing countries to learn about life 
and mores in other parts of the world, including 
the role of women, possibly affecting attitudes 
and behaviors. Third, the incentives for public 
action for gender equality are stronger than ever 
because the rising global consensus on the in-
trinsic importance of women’s economic, social, 
and political empowerment means that gen-
der inequality hurts a country’s international 
standing. But this potential of globalization 
will not be realized without effective domestic 
public action to close remaining gender gaps in 
endowments, agency, and access to economic 
opportunities.

So, what should governments in developing 
countries do to foster greater gender equality? 
What areas of gender inequality should they 
focus on? Should they start with interventions 
in education and health, or should they focus 
on access to economic opportunities or agency? 
What combination of policies should they im-
plement, and in what sequence? At first blush, 
these questions can appear overwhelming be-
cause of the multiplicity of priority areas and 
the number of available policy instruments. 
This Report shows how better analysis can help 
reduce the complexity of policy choice and de-
sign in several ways. 

The starting point is to determine which as-
pects of gender inequality should be of highest 
priority for policy going forward. Three criteria 
matter in this regard: 

•	 First, which gender gaps are most significant 
for enhancing welfare and sustaining devel-
opment? So, where are the likely payoffs for 
development from addressing gender dis-
parities likely to be the largest? 

Other times markets do not work well, with 
results that are worse for women, as illustrated 
by evidence of discrimination in both labor and 
credit markets. Often reinforcing these mar-
ket failures, however, are formal institutions 
that treat women and men differently. Laws 
and regulations can constrain women’s agency 
and opportunities more than those of men, as 
when women and men have different owner-
ship rights, or when restrictions are placed on 
hours and sectors of work for women but not 
for men. Where credit and labor markets already 
discriminate, such unequal laws and regulations 
can accentuate the problem. Unequal treatment 
may also manifest itself more indirectly through 
biased service delivery, as is the case for agricul-
ture extension services. Here, institutional bias 
and market structure (with women underrepre-
sented in nonfood crops that are often the target 
of extension services) reinforce and even deepen 
inequalities. 

All institutions (formal and informal) have 
considerable inertia. They tend to reflect the in-
terests of those who wield more power and in-
fluence, and they are difficult to change without 
some form of collective agency or voice.54 Social 
norms can be especially slow to change: norms 
that may have served a purpose at one point in 
time, but are no longer useful, may endure sim-
ply because of custom or because a social pen-
alty is associated with being the first to break the 
norm, or because the norm benefits a dominant 
group in society (in this case, men). The norm’s 
persistence can perpetuate gender inequalities 
long after its original rationale has disappeared. 

In sum, gender-differentiated market fail-
ures, institutional constraints, and persistent 
social norms often combine to reinforce gender 
inequalities and make improving gender equal-
ity much more complex. When there are multi-
ple constraints, they all need to be addressed. 

What is to be done? 

Nothing is automatic about the growth and 
development process that delivers greater gen-
der equality on all fronts. Part of the reason is 
that higher incomes and better delivery of ser-
vices by the state help reduce gender gaps only 
in some domains. And even in these domains, 
the improvements do not reach all women. In 
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Policies to reduce gender gaps in  
human capital endowments  
(health and education)
Addressing gender gaps in human capital en-
dowments—excess female mortality at specific 
periods of the life cycle and pockets of gender 
disadvantage in education—requires fixing the 
institutions that deliver public services. Providing 
basic services in a timely manner to expectant 
mothers and improving the availability of clean 
water and sanitation to households will go a long 
way to closing the gender gaps in excess mortal-
ity. Education services need to focus on improv-
ing access for the significant population groups 
that are currently disadvantaged by poverty, eth-
nicity, caste, race, or geography. Such a focus will 
help address the “gender inequality traps” that 
affect the poor and excluded in society. 

These solutions can come from either the 
demand or the supply side, but they cannot be 
gender blind. On the contrary, they must factor 
in explicitly, both for design and implementa-
tion, the drivers of gender inequality that cause 
the gender gaps in health and education out-
comes to persist. And they must bring into the 
process of policy design and implementation 
the voices of those that the policy is trying to 
reach—excluded women and girls, and the men 
and boys who live with them. 

Reducing excess female mortality
The main determinants of excess female mor-
tality in different periods of the life cycle have 
little to do with how quickly countries grow. 
They result from household preferences and 
from failures in the ways that markets and in-
stitutions function. The entry points for policy 
are dictated by which of these influences is most 
binding in each period.

Skewed sex ratios at birth is a problem in a 
few parts of the world, including China, parts of 
India, and parts of the Caucasus and the Western 
Balkans. The underlying cause is son preference 
among households, which has been exacerbated 
in some of these places by rapid income growth. 
Higher incomes have increased access to ultra-
sound technologies that assist in sex selection at 
birth. So, policies need to work on two fronts. 

First, laws need to be enacted and enforced to 
deal with the abuse of sex selection technologies, as 
has been done in China and India. But experi-
ence shows that enforcement is difficult, if not 

•	 Second, which of these gaps persist even as 
countries get richer? So, where do higher 
 incomes by themselves do little to reduce 
 disparities? 

•	 Third, for which of these priority areas has 
there been insufficient or misplaced atten-
tion? So, where would a reorientation of pol-
icies yield the greatest benefits?

Applying these criteria, we conclude that four 
areas should be of the highest priority for policy 
makers: 

•	 Reducing gender gaps in human capital en-
dowments (addressing excess female mortal-
ity and eliminating pockets of gender disad-
vantage in education where they persist)

•	 Closing earnings and productivity gaps be-
tween women and men

•	 Shrinking gender differences in voice 

•	 Limiting the reproduction of gender inequality 
over time, whether it is through endowments, 
economic opportunities, or agency 

Obviously, not all these priorities apply to all 
countries. And specific country characteristics 
will dictate how corrective policies will need to 
be customized. 

Our analysis also emphasizes that, in choos-
ing and designing policies, it is necessary to tar-
get the determinants of the gender gaps of con-
cern, not the outcomes. The framework in Part 
2 of the Report helps highlight these underlying 
causes, and shows how they emerge from the 
workings of markets and institutions and their 
interactions with each other and with house-
holds. In other words, the framework identifies 
what problem needs to be solved and whether 
interventions should target markets, formal in-
stitutions, informal institutions, or some com-
bination of the three. 

Having identified the underlying causes of 
the gender gap of concern, the Report draws on 
the experience with policy interventions across 
a broad range of countries to provide guid-
ance on specific interventions that could work 
in different settings. It also looks at the political 
economy of reforms and emphasizes that policy 
design and implementation must be attuned 
to countries’ institutional, social, political, and 
cultural environments and to the societal actors 
involved.



24 WO R L D  D EV E LO P M E N T  R E P O RT  2 0 1 2

efficiently while ensuring that services remain 
accessible and affordable for poor people. 

The solution will depend on the setting, but a 
few elements are critical. 

•	 Appropriate regulations that recognize the 
rationale for government intervention.

•	 An adequate structure of incentives for pro-
viders to make them more accountable to 
policy makers. 

•	 Measures to strengthen accountability of 
both providers and policy makers to service 
users. 

In urban areas, providing clean water will 
require an emphasis on improving the struc-
ture of contracts and, in some circumstances, 
greater involvement of the private sector. In 
Manila, such reforms yielded large impacts: wa-
ter supply coverage expanded from 67 percent 
in 1997 to 99 percent in 2009 and brought ef-
ficiency gains through lower water losses and 
operating costs. In low-income settings, where 
financing options and the capacity of public in-
stitutions may be more limited, charging small 
amounts for services, relying on independent 
providers, and finding ways of making provid-
ers more accountable to users can help, even in 
smaller urban areas—this was the path followed 
by Cambodia. In rural areas, local governments 
can improve community systems, as Uganda has 
done by collecting an additional small tax and 
placing it in a fund administered by the district 
council to pay for major water repairs.

For sanitation in urban settings, there usu-
ally is enough demand for improvements so 
long as individuals and communities can cap-
ture the benefits of investing in the facilities. So, 
the solution is to strengthen property rights and 
recognize informal settlements, thus stimulating 
demand while ensuring that communities have 
access to independent providers. In rural areas 
and less dense urban settings, the priority for 
improving sanitation is to change behavior, raise 
awareness, and boost demand, through commu-
nity peer pressure and information campaigns 
as in some communities in Cambodia, Indone-
sia, and Vietnam by appealing to people’s sense 
of community responsibility.

Increasing the coverage of piped water and 
sanitation is expensive, so significant funding—
likely external—will be needed in poor coun-
tries. A recent analysis of infrastructure funding 

impossible, to achieve without imposing dra-
conian restrictions that are not feasible in most 
societies and that raise other ethical concerns. 
And the difficulty in enforcing such restrictions 
is exacerbated because these problems are worse 
among the wealthy in these societies. 

A second, and more promising, approach is 
to enhance household perceptions of the value of 
daughters. Expanding economic opportunities 
for young women, including those in the labor 
market, is one way of doing this, and it can work 
in conjunction with the process of develop-
ment to reverse son preference. Just look at the 
Republic of Korea, one of the few cases where 
excess female mortality at birth was reversed in 
a short period.55 And the process can be comple-
mented by providing financial incentives to par-
ents to have daughters (such as the “Apni Beti 
Apni Dhan” program in some Indian states) and 
supporting media campaigns to change societal 
ideas about gender equality.

In infancy and early childhood, excess 
mortality of girls is not rooted in households 
or markets—although both can worsen it. It 
is rooted in the failure of institutions to pro-
vide clean water, sanitation, waste disposal, and 
drainage. Countries with high female mortality 
in infancy are those where the burden of infec-
tious diseases remains high. Today’s rich coun-
tries eliminated their excess female mortality of 
young girls by improving access to clean water 
and sanitation in the early part of the 20th cen-
tury. And developing countries that have ex-
perienced large drops in excess girl mortality 
during the past two decades, like Bangladesh, 
China, and Vietnam, have done the same. So, 
for the “missing” girls in Sub-Saharan Africa 
to “reappear,” countries must invest in similar 
systems and provide adequate water, sanita-
tion, and waste disposal services to their whole 
population and not just to the better-off. While 
these services will benefit all young children, 
young girls will benefit more due to the reduc-
tion in infectious diseases. 

How exactly should countries do this? If the 
experience of today’s rich countries is a guide, 
part of the solution is to provide clean water at 
the point of use through piped delivery. Other so-
lutions, like water treatment at the source, are 
less effective in reducing diarrhea morbidity 
because of the potential for recontamination.56 
The problem is then to design an institutional 
framework that expands access to clean water 
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vices need special attention. One way to help is 
to provide poor women with cash transfers con-
ditional on their seeking maternal care. An ex-
ample is India’s Janani Suraksha Yojana, where 
such transfers increased the uptake of assisted 
deliveries in the presence of a skilled attendant 
by around 36 percent.60 

Fourth, efforts to reduce maternal mortality 
need to go beyond improving health systems 
and services and work across sectors. The suc-
cesses of Malaysia and Sri Lanka in addressing 
maternal mortality early in their development 
illustrate this point (box 5). Fairly small invest-
ments in infrastructure (rural roads) and in 
women’s education, combined with training 
maternal health providers and building hospi-
tals dramatically reduced maternal mortality.61

Fifth, it is essential that the political profile of 
the problem be raised. Turkey illustrates what is 
possible in this regard. Turkey’s maternal mor-
tality rate in 2000 was 70 per 100,000 live births. 
A new government capitalized on the political 

needs for Sub-Saharan Africa concluded that 
additional spending on clean water and sani-
tation would need to be about one and a half 
times current levels—over $11 billion annu-
ally—to improve access significantly.57 How-
ever, as documented in chapter 3, the return to 
these investments taking account of mortality 
declines is very large.

In the reproductive years, maternal mortal-
ity remains especially high in Sub-Saharan Af-
rica and parts of Asia. The main reason is a fail-
ure of the institutions that deliver medical care 
and services to expectant mothers. While norms 
that delay women from getting prompt medi-
cal help during childbirth and high fertility may 
be contributing factors in some places, solving 
the problem, as with providing clean water and 
sanitation, requires fixing the institutions that 
deliver these services. 

This fix will require providing more resources 
to frontline service providers and ensuring that the 
entire system of maternal care works:

First, the quality of the people in deliver-
ing the chain of services needs to be upgraded. 
While additional health workers, especially 
skilled birth attendants, will be a continuing 
need, coverage can be increased in underserved 
areas by drawing in community-level providers 
and the private sector. 

Second, those providing maternal health ser-
vices have to be more responsive to expectant 
mothers. One way is to make service providers 
more accountable to them. Getting information 
to users—for example, on service standards, 
quality of services and policies to improve 
them—can help but needs to be combined with 
some way for users to act on that information. 
In Uganda, community-based monitoring im-
proved both the quality and quantity of primary 
health care services.58 Another route to account-
ability is to ensure that citizens are able to hold 
their political representatives responsible for the 
failures; the politicians, in turn, need to exercise 
more effective control over the service provid-
ers. The power of this mechanism is evident in 
Peru, where improving maternal health required 
extending coverage, giving the right incentives 
to service providers, and having citizens’ voices 
loud enough to be heard by policy makers.59 
Professional attention for deliveries rose from 58 
percent of births in 2000 to 71 percent in 2004. 

Third, the financial constraints that poor 
women face in accessing maternal health ser-

Improving the delivery of maternal care is hard, but it can be done—even at 
relatively low incomes, as Sri Lanka and Malaysia show. From more than 2,000 
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 hampers the effective 
workings of health systems, Sri Lanka and Malaysia adopted integrated and 
phased approaches. And they did this with modest total public expenditures 
on health—1.8 percent of gross domestic product, on average, 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 ensuring a front line of competent, professional mid-
wives widely available in rural areas, providing them with a steady supply of 
drugs and equipment, linking them to back-up services, and improving com-
munication and transportation. Simultaneously, facilities were strengthened to 
provide obstetric care and deal with complications. Better organizational man-
agement improved the supervision and accountability of providers. Area- 
specific mortality data were provided through monitoring systems so that 
empowered communities could hold political leaders accountable, and 
national and subnational actors were forced to recognize the unacceptability 
of every maternal death. Finally, both countries were strongly committed to 
improving the status of women: women gained voting rights before or soon 
after national independence, and female education received special attention. 

Box 5  Reducing maternal mortality—What works?  
Look at Malaysia and Sri Lanka

Source: Pathmanathan and others 2003.
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concentrated in lower productivity activities, 
self-employment, and the informal sector. Even 
in the formal wage sector, they cluster in certain 
occupations and industries, usually lower pay-
ing. These differences remain even as countries 
get richer. 

Three factors drive these patterns. First, 
women and men have very different responsi-
bilities for care and housework, and as a result 
very different patterns of time use, which im-
pinge directly on choices of employment and 
economic activity. Second, women and men 
face differential access to productive inputs and 
often differential treatment by markets and in-
stitutions. Third, these mutually reinforcing 
constraints can generate a “female productivity 
trap.” Policies thus need to target these underly-
ing factors. Because multiple factors may be at 
play more often than not, effective policy inter-
ventions may need to target several of them—
either simultaneously or sequentially.

Releasing women’s time
Gender differences in access to economic op-
portunities are driven in part by differences in 
time use that result from deep-rooted norms for 
the distribution of responsibility for care and 
housework. Addressing these binding norms 
and releasing women’s time means paying more 
attention to three types of policies: child care and 
parental leave policies; improvements in infra-
structure services; and policies that reduce trans-
action costs associated with accessing markets. 

Policies such as subsidies to or public provi-
sion of child care can compensate women for 
the costs they incur within the home from 
engaging in market work. Child care can be 
provided either directly by the state (including 
local governments) or through the private sec-
tor, possibly with public subsidies and regula-
tion. Among developing countries, child-care 
policies have been used in some middle-income 
Latin American countries. Examples include 
publicly provided or subsidized day care such 
as Estancias Infantiles in Mexico, Hogares Co-
munitarios in Colombia, and similar programs 
in Argentina and Brazil. The evidence from 
these countries as well as from rich countries 
(mainly in northern and western Europe) that 
have similar schemes is that they increase the 
number of hours worked by women as well as 
lead them to work more in formal employment. 
In lower-income countries, child-care solutions 

support that brought it to power and, in 2003, 
undertook a Health Transformation Program, 
emphasizing institutional reform, client respon-
siveness, and a focus on underserved areas. The 
budget allocated to primary health care and pre-
vention in underserved areas rose by 58 percent, 
air ambulances were put in service for remote 
populations, the health workforce was redis-
tributed for better coverage in poor areas, and 
conditional cash transfers encouraged pregnant 
mothers to use prebirth hostels and deliver in 
public hospitals. By 2009, the maternal mortal-
ity rate had fallen to 19.8.62

Providing education to severely 
disadvantaged populations
Even as gender gaps in educational enroll-
ment shrink nationally, they remain for poor 
people and for those disadvantaged by other 
circumstances—remoteness, ethnicity, caste, 
race, or disability. To reach these groups, pol-
icy makers can build on experience and evi-
dence from Cambodia, Colombia, Honduras, 
Mexico, Nicaragua, Pakistan, and Turkey. A 
range of options includes remedies for both sup-
ply (such as building more schools in remote ar-
eas and recruiting local teachers) and demand 
(such as cash transfers conditioned on girls’ school  
attendance). A key to designing cost-effective 
interventions is the availability and the cost of 
collecting information about local character-
istics and conditions. Where relatively little is 
known, less locally customized policies, such as 
cash transfers conditioned on sending daugh-
ters to school, may be more effective in reducing 
gender disparities. The transfers have had posi-
tive impacts on enrollments in both middle- 
income and lower-income settings, especially 
for increasing enrollments among groups with 
low enrollments to start (such as pockets of 
severely disadvantaged populations).63 Having 
gained wide political acceptance because of their 
efficacy, such policies are being implemented in 
more than 30 countries.

Policies to improve women’s economic 
opportunities
Across the world, women and men access eco-
nomic opportunities—whether in wage em-
ployment, agriculture, or in entrepreneurship—
in fundamentally different ways. Women tend 
to occupy very different parts of the economic 
space from men and are disproportionately 
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working outside the home, making it easier to 
manage the multiple burdens of house, care, 
and market work. And information and com-
munication technologies can help reduce both 
the time and mobility constraints that women 
face in accessing markets and participating in 
market work. Mobile banking programs, such 
as M-PESA in Kenya, are allowing women to 
process small financial and banking transac-
tions more effectively and promoting savings, 
which is especially beneficial to small women 
entrepreneurs. In India, a program run by an 
NGO, the Foundation of Occupational Devel-
opment, organized groups of women to focus 
on marketing, provided them with access to 
cell phones and the Internet, thus helping them 
market their products directly and increase their 
profit margins.64

Closing gaps in access to assets and inputs
Female farmers and entrepreneurs have less ac-
cess to land than their male counterparts. Simi-
larly, both the demand for and use of credit are 
lower among female farmers and entrepreneurs 
than among their male counterparts. These dif-
ferences are rooted in failures of markets and in-
stitutions and in their interactions with house-
hold responses. For example, accessing credit 
often requires collateral, preferably land or im-
mobile assets. Women are thus at a disadvantage 
because they have lower or less secure access to 
land and are disproportionately employed in the 
service sector where capitalization is lower and 
output is often intangible. These forces may be 
further reinforced by  gender-based preferences 
in the households that can lead to unequal re-
source allocations (of land, for example) to male 
and female members. 

Policies need to focus on these underlying 
determinants of differential access—leveling 
the institutional playing field by strengthening 
women’s ownership rights, correcting biases in 
service delivery institutions, and improving the 
functioning of credit markets.

Strengthening women’s land and ownership 
rights can help female farmers and entrepreneurs. 
The main constraint that needs to be addressed 
is the restriction on women’s ability to own and 
inherit assets and to control resources. Experi-
ence from India and Mexico shows that equal-
izing provisions of inheritance laws between 
women and men increases asset ownership by 
women. Discriminatory land laws, which lie 

are particularly needed for women employed 
in the informal sector and rural women. In In-
dia, the nongovernmental organization (NGO) 
Mobile Creches is experimenting with differ-
ent models for providing child-care services for 
women employed in the rural informal sector 
and on public works programs. Similar efforts 
have been undertaken in the Indian state of 
 Gujarat by the Self Employed Women’s Asso-
ciation, which has set up day-care centers for 
the 0–6-year-old children of its members. Other 
options for publicly provided day care are ei-
ther to lengthen the school day (particularly 
at grades where attendance is only for half of a 
day) or to lower the age at which children enter 
the school system.

Parental leave policies have been tried mainly 
in rich countries—and these typically take the 
form of maternity leave. While these policies 
have increased women’s labor force participa-
tion in these countries, their applicability in de-
veloping countries may be more limited. First, 
they can be used only in the formal sector, which 
typically represents only a fraction of employ-
ment in emerging and low-income economies. 
Second, they can actually make it less attractive 
for employers to hire women of child-bearing 
age unless the maternity leave is publicly fi-
nanced. Policies that provide both paternity and 
maternity leave and make the former mandatory 
(as in Iceland, Norway, and Sweden) have the 
advantage of not being biased against women 
while also helping to shift the underlying norms 
about care. But this approach may be financially 
beyond the fiscal capacity of many developing 
economies.

Improvements in infrastructure services— 
especially water and electricity—can help free 
up women’s time spent on domestic and care 
work. Electrification in rural South Africa, for 
instance, has increased women’s labor force par-
ticipation by about 9 percent; in Bangladesh, it 
has led to more leisure time for women. In Paki-
stan, putting water sources closer to the home 
was associated with increased time allocated to 
market work. Other studies show no impact 
on market work but noticeable impacts on lei-
sure time, which also increase women’s welfare 
(chapter 7).

Interventions can also focus on reducing the 
(time) transaction costs associated with access to 
markets. Better and more effective transport op-
tions can reduce the time costs associated with 
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such as Grameen Bank in Bangladesh and  
FINCA in Peru. Microcredit has now evolved 
beyond group lending to such schemes as Banco 
Sol in Bolivia and Bank Rakyat Indonesia that 
offer larger individual loans and rely on repay-
ment incentives rather than peer monitoring. 
Lack of access to formal credit can also be sur-
mounted through financial innovation and by 
adapting a credit model that addresses the needs 
of small businesses, as Access Bank in Nigeria, 
DFCU in Uganda, and Sero Lease and Finance 
in Tanzania have done. Recognizing that women 
are less likely to have established credit records 
than men, and lower asset bases on which to 
draw for collateral, these large commercial 
banks partnered with the International Finance 
Corporation to develop new instruments to 
support and extend credit services to female-
owned businesses and female entrepreneurs. In-
terventions included developing new products 
such as loans that are collateralized with equip-
ment or based on cash flow as well as training 
for the staff of financial institutions and strate-
gic support to help banks increase their number 
of female clients. Initial experience with these 
interventions shows an increase in the shares of 
female clients using financial services and taking 
out larger loans with better-than-average repay-
ment (chapter 7).

Addressing discrimination in labor markets
In wage employment, the underrepresentation 
of women in certain sectors or occupations can 
feed discriminatory beliefs among employers 
(or reinforce preexisting beliefs) that women are 
not suitable workers or good candidates for em-
ployment. The importance of networks (often 
gendered) in job search and professional pro-
motion can further reinforce women’s exclusion 
from certain jobs, positions, sectors, or occupa-
tions. Breaking this information problem and 
expanding networks can be addressed through 
three main types of policies: active labor market 
policies; affirmative action programs; and group 
formation and mentoring interventions. 

Active labor market policies combine training, 
placement, and other support to enable women 
to enter or reenter the workforce. Although 
these policies are not typically motivated by the 
goal of narrowing gender wage gaps, evidence 
from Argentina, Colombia, and Peru indicates 
that they can increase women’s employment 
and earnings in the formal sector by allowing 

at the root of agricultural productivity gaps in 
many countries, also need to be reformed to 
provide, at least, for joint ownership in marriage, 
increasing women’s ability to use land in access-
ing economic opportunities. An even better way 
to secure married women’s land rights (espe-
cially in the case of divorce or death of a spouse) 
is mandatory joint land titling. In two regions 
in Ethiopia where land certification 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 certificate was issued only in the name 
of the household head.65

Correcting biases in service delivery institu-
tions such as the workings of government land 
distribution and registration schemes and agri-
cultural extension agencies can improve wom-
en’s access to economic opportunity in many 
countries. Redressing these biases requires ac-
tions on several fronts. First, service providers 
need to target women explicitly and addition-
ally. For example, land redistribution programs 
that target the head of the household will not 
serve women well. Instead, governments can put 
in place mandatory joint titling on redistributed 
land that is coupled with gender sensitization 
policies and more female representation on local 
land boards. Second, women can be given some 
power within the service delivery organization, 
including in setting priorities. For agricultural 
extension, for example, women could be put 
in decision-making positions at the Ministry 
of Agriculture. Third, technology can be used 
to expand the reach of services, as was done in 
Kenya for agricultural extension through the 
use of call centers. Fourth, improved monitor-
ing can make the problem visible. Finally, the 
female users of the service should be provided 
information on 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.

Improving the functioning of credit markets by 
addressing the information problems caused by 
lack of experience with women borrowers can 
help address productivity gaps between women 
and men in agriculture and entrepreneurship. 
Microcredit schemes have been the most com-
mon way of addressing these problems, by help-
ing women access small-scale credit and build a 
track record of borrower performance. Typically, 
these take the form of group lending schemes 
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rules, careful monitoring of impacts, and cred-
ible sanctions for noncompliance are essential.66 
Where such programs have been implemented, 
the effect has clearly been to redistribute wage 
employment from men to women. And, while 
the economic efficiency of such policies is still de-
bated, the most comprehensive evidence (from 
long experience in the United States) points to 
little or no adverse efficiency effects.67 This ex-
perience and that in other countries also show 
that any potential negative efficiency impacts 
can be addressed by ensuring that the affirma-
tive action programs are temporary and are re-
moved once women’s representation reaches the 

participants to better communicate their abili-
ties to employers. A similar program currently 
under implementation and evaluation in Jordan 
shows promising signs of success (box 6). 

Affirmative action is another way to over-
come information failures. The goal is to push 
women’s participation in wage employment to 
a “critical threshold” (often argued to be about 
30 percent), where information failures and 
networks no longer bind. Experience (mainly 
from rich countries) shows that affirmative ac-
tion works best if it is mandatory. Affirmative 
action also can be implemented through public 
sector employment and contracting, but clear 

Despite growing education levels, labor force par-
ticipation rates for women in the Middle East and 
North Africa remain very low. In Jordan, only 17 
percent of 20- to 45-year-old women work, com-
pared with 77 percent of men. This labor force 
 participation gap also holds among the more 
 educated; among community college graduates  
it starts immediately on graduation. These low 
employment rates make it difficult for new gradu-
ates seeking to enter the labor market. With few 
women employed, young women lack role models 
to follow into employment as well as the network 
connections to help them find 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) program is a pilot to rigorously eval-
uate the effectiveness of two policies: short-term 
wage subsidies, and employability skills training.

Short-term wage subsidies give firms an incen-
tive to take a chance on hiring young female grad-
uates and an opportunity to overcome stereotypes 
by directly observing young women working for 
them. The subsidies can also give young women 
more confidence 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 that graduates learn in community 
college with the practical skills to find and suc-
ceed in employment. Many employers say recent 
graduates lack these interpersonal skills and other 
basic job skills. In the pilot, students received 45 
hours of instruction in team building, communica-
tions, presentations, business writing, customer 

Box 6 Catalyzing female employment in Jordan

service, re sume writing, interviewing, and positive 
thinking.

There appears to be strong demand for these 
policies. Despite low employment rates, the major-
ity of recent female graduates want to work: 93 per-
cent say they plan to work after they graduate, and 
91 percent say they would like to work outside 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 confidence 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 significant employment 
effects: employment rates among graduates who 
received vouchers alone or vouchers plus training 
are between 55 to 57 percent compared with 17 to 
19 percent among those who received training 
alone or received neither training nor vouchers. In 
all groups, employment effects are higher for 
unmarried women. Financial empowerment (mea-
sured as the proportion of women who have their 
own money and can decide how to use it) also 
increased significantly for all who received either 
vouchers or training or both. Follow-up surveys 
will determine whether these employment effects 
of job vouchers are sustained in the longer term 
and will also focus on other measures of empower-
ment and changes in attitudes. The surveys will 
also allow further investigation of the link between 
marriage and work, given the early findings that 
married women are less likely to attend the train-
ing, less likely to use the vouchers, and less likely to 
be employed.

Source: WDR 2012 team.
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Because these constraints resemble the ones 
that limit women’s prospects in labor markets, 
the policy solutions are similar. Quotas and 
other types of affirmative action have promoted 
women’s political representation at various lev-
els of politics. Such measures range from vol-
untary commitments by political parties to in-
clude women candidates on their electoral lists 
to specifying shares of legislative seats reserved 
for women. Which option is best for a country 
depends on its political system. For example, 
reserving individual seats for women will not 
work in proportional representation systems, 
whereas voluntary party quotas may work when 
parties have strong leadership and internal dis-
cipline. Whatever the system, its design and en-
forcement are critical. In Spain, where positions 
on the ballot for the Senate were in alphabetical 
order, parties tended to choose women with last 
names that landed lower in the ballot and who 
thus were less likely to win a seat. 70

Broader tensions also need to be acknowl-
edged and taken into account if quotas are used 
to increase women’s political representation. 
Mandatory quotas involve the state circum-
scribing part of the democratic process, so this 
distortion has to be balanced against the need to 
redress persistent inequalities. One option, taken 
by local governments in India, is to implement 
quotas on a rolling basis—with a different set of 
seats chosen for reservation in different elections 
over time. And as with all affirmative action, it 
helps to specify a clear goal or time period up 
front. The structure of the reservation also mat-
ters. Designating particular seats for women 
runs the risk of creating “token” women’s seats.

Quotas have increased female representa-
tion. In Mexico, candidate quotas increased the 
share of women in parliament from 16 percent 
to more than 22 percent. Reserved seats in Mo-
rocco increased the proportion of women in 
parliament from less than 1 percent to almost 11 
percent. Quotas in local governments in India 
also showed that such measures can change un-
derlying beliefs among voters about the efficacy 
of women politicians, even in a short period, 
and increase the proportion of women elected 
to these positions even after the quotas are no 
longer in place.71

Affirmative action in the political realm 
needs to be complemented by measures that 
increase women’s voice in other societal institu-
tions, such as trade unions, corporations, the ju-

needed critical mass. In the absence of explicit 
affirmative action policies, female employment 
in the public sector in fairly large numbers can 
have a demonstration effect. In rich countries, 
public sector growth has been important in in-
tegrating women into the labor markets.68

Supporting the creation of women’s networks 
can be effective where gendered networks hinder 
women workers, farmers, or entrepreneurs. Such 
interventions work best when they combine the 
building of social capital and networks with the 
provision of training, information, and mentor-
ing. One example is the Jordan NOW program 
described in box 6. Another, more established 
example, is the Self Employed Women’s Asso-
ciation in India, which has evolved into an ef-
fective organization representing the interests of 
a large number of informal sector workers and 
entrepreneurs, providing extensive information, 
support, and training services to its members. 

Removing discriminatory treatment in la-
bor laws and regulations can promote women’s 
economic opportunities. Among these laws and 
regulations, the priority should be to revisit 
the limits (including outright bans) on part-
time work in many countries. Because women 
provide a disproportionate share of household 
and care work, such restrictions end up limit-
ing work options for women much more than 
for men. Relaxing these prohibitions would 
give women more opportunities for paid em-
ployment. In Argentina, removing the ban on 
part-time contracts in the formal sector led to 
a significant shift of women with children from 
part-time work in the informal sector to part-
time contracts in the formal sector.69

Policies to shrink differences in voice

Increasing women’s societal voice 
Women generally have less voice than men 
both in society and in households. At the soci-
etal level, income growth does little to reduce 
these gaps. Norms that dictate that politics is for 
men; beliefs that women make worse leaders, 
which are fed in part by the low participation 
of women in politics; norms around care and 
housework, which limit the time available to 
women to participate in formal political institu-
tions; and the gendered networks within politics 
that work against women all matter more than 
income growth. 
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work, and jobs requiring higher skills.72 Mo-
rocco also reformed its family laws in the 1990s, 
and in 2004 the new Family Code completely 
eliminated references to the husband as the head 
of the household.

Greater effort is also needed to make these 
rights more effective and justice systems more 
responsive to women’s needs. Interventions are 
needed on both the supply side and the de-
mand side. Greater capacity of the institutions 
that apply the laws, more accountability in the 
justice system to promote predictable outcomes 
in line with the law, and procedures to promote 
women’s access to justice and women’s repre-
sentation in judicial institutions are critical on 
the supply side. Also important are mechanisms 
for the implementation of laws. Evidence from 
Ethiopia illustrates how the procedures around 
mandatory joint land titling helped promote 
women’s rights over land. Women’s demand for 
enforcement of their rights can be promoted by 
broadening literacy, increasing the accessibility 
of legal aid services, and reducing costs of legal 
procedures. And data have to be collected and 
made public so that the problems of women’s 
access to justice are made more visible. 

Reducing domestic violence
Reducing domestic violence requires action 
on multiple fronts. The goal is to prevent vio-
lence before it happens. The first step is to en-
act laws that define different types of violence 
against women, prescribe mandates and duties 
for enforcement and investigation, raise societal 
awareness, and signal a government’s commit-
ment. These laws must be put in place in coun-
tries that lack them, especially in the Middle 
East and North Africa, South Asia, and Sub- 
Saharan Africa. And countries with such laws on 
the books need to make them more specific and 
actionable. 

A second step is to shift norms and behaviors 
around domestic violence to emphasize preven-
tion. Education and awareness programs, such 
as Soul City in South Africa, can change norms 
about domestic violence among both men and 
women. Increasing women’s bargaining power 
in their households—by improving women’s 
economic opportunities and enhancing their 
control over resources and their ability to leave 
marriages—also can change behavior. But in-
creasing women’s bargaining power can also 
risk increasing the likelihood of violence in the 

diciary, and professional associations. This can 
be done through quotas as well as by mentoring 
schemes, women’s networks, and skills develop-
ment in these realms targeted to women. Collec-
tive action by women’s groups can be particu-
larly effective in this, as with the Self Employed 
Women’s Association in India. More generally, 
because women tend to be better represented 
in less formal organizations, laws and regula-
tions should ensure a level playing field for such 
 organizations.

Increasing women’s voice within households
The muted voice of women within their house-
holds reflects the combined influence of their 
more limited access to economic opportunities, 
the nature of social norms, the legal framework, 
and the enforcement of laws. Key determinants 
of control over household resources are ac-
cess to economic opportunities and the legal 
framework—particularly rights over property 
and those that determine access to assets. For 
domestic violence, social norms and the content 
and enforcement of laws are important. And for 
fertility, norms, bargaining power, and service 
delivery are critical. 

Increasing control over household resources
Thus, the most promising policies to increase 
women’s voice in households center on reform-
ing the legal framework so that women are not 
disadvantaged in controlling household assets 
and expanding their economic opportunities. 
For the legal framework, land laws and aspects 
of family law that govern marriage, divorce, 
and disposal of property are particularly im-
portant. A cross-cutting issue applies to the 
many countries where multiple legal systems 
exist. Reconciling these systems, which may in-
clude customary and religious law, is a priority, 
especially to ensure that all laws are consistent 
with a country’s constitution. Kenya made such 
changes in its recent constitutional reforms.

Although reforms in these areas are po-
litically and socially complex and depend very 
much on country context, experience shows that 
change is possible. Ethiopia reformed its family 
law in 2000 by eliminating the husband’s ability 
to deny permission for his wife to work outside 
the home and requiring both spouses to agree in 
administering family property. The first phase 
of these changes shifted women’s economic ac-
tivities toward work outside the home, full-time 
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contraception. Contraception uptake is higher 
when husbands are included in family planning 
education, as was shown in Bangladesh74 and in 
Ethiopia. 75 

The second is increasing the quality of fam-
ily planning services. Improvements in this re-
gard need to focus on three areas. First, a suf-
ficient range of contraceptive options needs to 
be available. Second, adequate information on 
the available options, their side effects, and the 
advantages and limitations of different methods 
needs to be given to women so they can make 
an informed decision. Third, services need to 
be provided in a manner that protects the in-
dividual’s or the couple’s privacy. This will re-
quire training health care providers in protocols 
designed specifically for family planning. Recent 
experience in Zambia shows that very different 
outcomes regarding fertility and contraception 
can result depending on whether women are ap-
proached individually and in private or together 
with their partners.

Policies to prevent the reproduction of 
gender inequality across generations
The reproduction of specific gender inequali-
ties across generations gives rise to “gender in-
equality traps,” which are likely to most affect 
the poor and excluded in society. Women’s lack 
of political voice means that the market and in-
stitutional failures feeding gender inequality are 
unlikely to be corrected. Income growth alone 
does little to address the processes that underlie 
these persistent gaps. The previous sections dealt 
with policies to address three of these gaps that 
reproduce over generations—reaching pockets 
of remaining disadvantage in education, in-
creasing women’s voice and participation in so-
cietal institutions, and increasing women’s voice 
within households. Here, we address measures 
to address the gender inequalities in human 
capital, opportunities, and aspirations that are 
set early in life. 

Decisions in adolescence can shape skill ac-
quisition, health outcomes, and economic op-
portunities. Adolescence is also a period when 
one’s lifelong aspirations are molded, and when 
social norms and perceptions start to bind for 
boys and girls. Horizons for girls often shrink, 
especially for poor girls or girls in rural areas 
where distance and norms for mobility can 
be a significant constraint. Empowering ado-
lescents to make better choices for themselves 

short term. So, specific mitigation measures may 
be needed. 

Third, when violence does occur, victims 
need timely and effective assistance ranging 
from the police and judiciary to health and 
social services, as with support integrated in 
Malaysia’s one-stop crisis centers at govern-
ment hospitals. Service providers—police and 
judiciary, health, and social services—need to 
target women explicitly and additionally. Tar-
geting women also requires bringing services 
closer to women to deal with time and mobility 
constraints—for example, by providing com-
munity paralegals and mobile legal aid clinics 
that enable women to use the justice system. 
In many contexts, bringing services closer to 
individuals (demand) can be combined with 
increasing the awareness of service delivery or-
ganizations, particularly management, about 
gender issues (supply). PEKKA Women’s Le-
gal Empowerment in Indonesia trains village 
paralegals, with a focus on domestic violence 
and family law. Another way of improving 
women’s access to justice is to increase the share 
of women in the judicial and police forces re-
sponsible for addressing domestic violence. 
The Indian state of Tamil Nadu introduced 
188 all-women police units to cover both rural 
and urban areas and to focus on crimes against 
women. These units increased women’s com-
fort in approaching the police, including mak-
ing reports of domestic abuse.73

Increasing control over fertility
Increasing women’s control over their fertility 
requires actions in several areas. Availability of 
family planning services is still limited in parts 
of the world. In some cases the underserved 
population covers entire countries, but more 
often these women live in specific geographic 
areas within countries —usually rural areas—or 
are poor. For these groups, improved delivery of 
family planning services is a priority.

Control over fertility decisions—the num-
ber and spacing of children—goes beyond is-
sues related to provision of reproductive health 
services, so two other policy areas need to be 
addressed. The first is to boost women’s ability 
within the household to voice their preferences re-
garding number and spacing of children. As dis-
cussed earlier, access to economic opportunities, 
control over assets, and appropriate laws help. So 
does educating men on the benefits and use of 
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and reported sexual behavior in boys.83 For 
adolescents, the promotion of contraception, 
when combined with education interventions 
and skill building, and appropriately targeted 
to cultural and social settings, can be effective 
in reducing unintended pregnancies.84 Such a 
program for adolescent girls in Uganda resulted 
in a significant increase in condom use and a 
lower number of children among participants.85 
Sometimes, economic empowerment alone can 
have a marked impact. A recent evaluation of a 
youth job training program in the Dominican 
Republic that included life skills training plus an 
apprenticeship showed a significant reduction 
in pregnancies among participants.86

Exposure to female role models whose posi-
tions of leadership or power contradict stereo-
types of women’s role can reduce the intergener-
ational transmission of gender norms. A study of 
political reservation for women in India showed 
that teenage girls who have repeated exposure to 
women leaders are more likely to express aspira-
tions that challenge traditional norms, such as 
a desire to marry later, have fewer children, and 
obtain jobs requiring higher education.87 In-
creased economic opportunities for young girls 
can also change their own and their communi-
ties’ perceptions of gender roles for adolescent 
girls. A study of a program in Delhi that linked 
communities to recruiters for high-paying tele-
phone work found that these communities were 
more likely to have lower expectations of dowry 
and to find it acceptable for women to live alone 
before marriage and to work before and after 
marriage or childbirth.88

Making other policies “gender-smart”
Understanding how gender factors into the 
workings of households, markets, and institu-
tions can matter for policies even when improv-
ing gender equality is not the main objective. 
Why? Because gender-differentiated failures in 
markets, gender biases in institutions, and the 
way gender relations play out in the household 
all affect (and sometimes constrain) the behav-
ior of both men and women. These changes in 
behavior can affect how men and women re-
spond to policies. Failing to take them into ac-
count can thus mean the policy will have unin-
tended consequences or simply not work.

Take relations within the household. They 
clearly affect how the household responds to 
policy—sometimes with unintended conse-

can make a big difference to their lives, to their 
families, to their communities, and, as future 
workers and citizens, to society more broadly. 
Interventions need to build human and social 
capital; facilitate the transition from school to 
work; and increase their aspirations and agency. 
Efforts to influence and reduce risky behavior 
are also important. 

Scholarships and conditional cash trans-
fers can increase school attendance and reduce 
dropout rates for adolescents, especially girls. 
These positive impacts are well documented 
in Latin America in countries such as Colom-
bia, Ecuador, Mexico, and Nicaragua.76 More 
recently, evidence from Africa is beginning to 
show similar results. In Malawi, fairly small 
cash transfers to girls increased enrollment and 
reduced dropout rates.77 Moreover, while these 
transfers were aimed at education, they had 
benefits in other realms, such as reducing HIV 
infections. Other tools can also be brought to 
bear to help girls stay in school. Providing them 
with information on the returns to schooling 
is one such tool: for example, in Madagascar, 
information on earnings for primary school 
completers provided to boys and girls as well as 
their parents increased attendance rates by 3.5 
percentage points.78 In the Dominican Republic, 
a similar effort to provide accurate information 
on actual returns to education to boys also had 
a positive impact.79 Other evidence suggests that 
incentives (prospects for winning a scholarship 
or direct payments for performance) can affect 
children’s own perception of their abilities and 
can improve test scores.80 

Vocational training targeted specifically to 
youth increased both the likelihood of employ-
ment and the earnings for young women in  
Colombia and Peru.81 In Kenya, providing in-
formation to young girls about the relative re-
turns to vocational training in male or female-
dominated industries increased girls’ enrollment 
in trade school courses that prepared them for 
typically male-dominated trades that yielded 
higher returns.82 The Adolescent Girls Initiative 
aims to evaluate a range of these interventions, 
including skills training and mentoring, in a 
number of low- and middle-income countries 
(box 7).

Health education programs have proved to be 
effective in reducing risky behaviors. A program 
in rural Tanzania substantially improved sexual 
knowledge, attitudes, condom use in both sexes, 
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of these issues for mothers and families (Co-
lombia, Peru), or even dedicated social workers 
(Chile). 

So, how can considerations of gender in-
equalities and their underlying determinants 
be integrated into broader policy and program 
design? The analytical framework in this Report 
provides a guide. First, what happens inside the 
household shapes the impact of policies. An ex-
ample comes from Papua New Guinea. Gender 
roles in harvesting oil palm have men climbing 
the trees and harvesting the fruits, while women 
collect the fruit that has fallen on the ground. 

quences. For example, many conditional cash 
transfer programs initially targeted women be-
cause—cognizant of how women were likely to 
spend money differently from men—it seemed 
a way to get more of the transfer spent on chil-
dren’s endowments. But the transfers changed 
bargaining power within the household and, in 
some cases such as Mexico, resulted in short-
term increases in domestic violence. While this 
effect can disappear or change in nature in the 
longer term, a number of later transfer pro-
grams included conditions to discourage do-
mestic violence (Brazil), training and awareness 

The Adolescent Girls Initiative, a public-private 
partnership, promotes the transition of adoles-
cent girls from school to productive employment 
through innovative interventions that are tested 
and then scaled up or replicated if successful.a 
Under way in Afghanistan, Jordan, Lao People’s 
Democratic Republic, Liberia, Nepal, and South 
Sudan (and soon in Rwanda), the initiative targets 
about 20,000 adolescent girls and young women 
ages 16–24. 

Interventions range from business develop-
ment skills training and services to technical and 
vocational training, targeting skills in high demand. 
In all projects, girls receive life-skills training to 
address the most important barriers to their eco-
nomic independence. Each country intervention is 
tailored to the local context and specific needs of 
adolescent girls. Because the evidence on what 
works is thin, rigorous impact evaluation is a part 
of the initiative. 

The skills training aims to equip girls with tech-
nical skills with proven demand in the local labor 
market. In all pilots, training providers are asked to 
conduct market assessments before selecting 
trades for which training is developed and offered. 
While the focus is on matching skills to the mar-
ket, the results in many cases challenge norms for 
 gender-appropriate occupations. 

In Liberia, participating young women are 
offered six months of training for jobs in house 
painting, professional driving, and security guard 
services. In Nepal, they are offered three months 
of occupational skills training followed by a man-
datory skills test and three-month job placement. 
The focus is on identifying nonstereotypical 

Box 7  Intervening early to overcome future labor market 
failures—The Adolescent Girls Initiative

a. Current donors to the Adolescent Girls Initiative include the Nike Foundation, a main partner of the initiative, as well as the governments of 
Australia, Denmark, Norway, Sweden, and the United Kingdom. The Bank’s Gender Action Plan also supports the initiative’s country projects. 
Pledges to the initiative stand at $22 million.

trades attractive to women, with some trained as 
electricians, masons, and mobile phone repair 
technicians.

Lessons from implementation highlight girls’ 
distinctive social capital needs, which must be 
addressed to facilitate the uptake of economic 
opportunities among often vulnerable and iso-
lated young females. Trainers in the Liberia pilot 
formed girls into teams of three or four, who made 
public commitments to support one another, both 
inside and outside the classroom, throughout the 
training. The positive peer pressure helped keep 
attendance rates high, with almost 95 percent 
completing the training, and addressed the vari-
ety of educational levels among participants.

Another promising innovation from the Libe-
ria pilot was a formal savings account at a local 
bank for all participating girls, with an initial 
deposit of $5. The savings accounts not only 
enabled the girls to practice their financial literacy 
skills beyond the classroom but built trust with 
formal financial institutions, and girls expressed 
satisfaction with being connected to the modern 
economy for the first time. 

Job fairs were organized to market the pro-
gram to potential employers interested in placing 
girls in internships or jobs. Private sector human 
resource and career development specialists met 
with trainees individually to impart their knowl-
edge about the industry, coach them on profes-
sionalism in the workplace, and give constructive 
feedback on the skills demonstrated. These one-
on-one meetings offered girls the opportunity to 
build networks and to tap into industry-specific 
information crucial for new job entrants.
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the political economy of 
reforms for gender equality

Well-designed public policies to address specific 
market failures and institutional or normative 
constraints can support significant advances in 
gender equality. But the choice of policies and 
their implementation does not occur in a vac-
uum. Policies must be attuned to countries’ in-
stitutional, social, and political environment and 
to the societal actors involved. It is important to 
understand how reforms actually take place and 
what factors allow them to be sustained so that 
they produce change.

Two characteristics of gender reform pro-
cesses are worth noting. First, as with all reforms, 
they redistribute resources and power between 
groups in society, including between men and 
women. Even when policies to advance gender 
equality are well chosen and enhance economic 
efficiency, some groups may lose as a result.  
Second, such reforms often confront power-
ful societal norms and beliefs regarding gender 
roles. Each of these features means there will 
likely be opposition, and managing this push-
back is the key to successful reforms.

A range of countries—rich and develop-
ing—show that several aspects of the political 
economy of reforms are especially relevant to 
gender equality. First, reforms are most likely to 
succeed when support for them is broad-based. 
It is essential, then, to build coalitions that mo-
bilize around the reforms. These coalitions can 
include nonstate actors such as political parties, 
trade unions, civic organizations and associa-
tions, and the private sector. Women’s groups in 
particular have been a driving force for greater 
gender equality in labor legislation and family 
law. For instance, women workers in the infor-
mal sector have challenged their employers and 
sometimes the state through such organiza-
tions as the Self Employed Women’s Association 
in India and Nijera Kori in Bangladesh. These 
groups have provided voice for women and cre-
ated space for public action to counter the resis-
tance to reform.

Women and men are partners in improving 
gender equality. While most initiatives that call 
on men to support gender equality are still small, 
signs point to broader engagement in many areas 
and growing male support for women’s rights  
in many developing countries. For instance, the 
Rwanda Men’s Resource Center engages men 

The oil palm industry came to the realization 
that 60–70 percent of the fruit on the ground 
was not being collected. They tried multiple 
initiatives designed to deal with constraints 
women faced, including giving the women spe-
cial nets to use, and timing the collection to 
deal with women’s care duties. None of these 
worked. Finally, the Mama Lus Frut scheme was 
introduced whereby women received their own 
harvest record cards and were paid directly into 
their personal bank accounts. Yields increased 
significantly, as did female participation in oil 
palm harvesting.

Second, many non-gender-focused policies 
and programs can benefit from taking into ac-
count women’s underrepresentation in markets, 
sectors, or occupations, a situation that can cause 
information problems not only for women but 
also for those who seek to employ them, lend to 
them, or provide them with services. One exam-
ple of how to take women’s underrepresentation 
into account is Ecuador’s program to expand 
credit bureau databases to include microfinance. 
This intervention will help microfinance insti-
tutions make better lending decisions, indepen-
dent of to whom they are lending. And because 
microfinance clients are predominantly women, 
it will also help them access a broader range of 
financial services.

Third, policy design should seek to level the 
playing field for women and men, especially 
where laws and regulations treat them dif-
ferently and where systems enforce laws and 
regulations differentially, even when nomi-
nally equal. Looking for and fixing this type of 
discrimination when revising laws and regula-
tions or enforcement mechanisms can provide 
an opportunity to improve gender equality as a 
secondary benefit. Take the case of taxes, which 
can explicitly discriminate against women 
when women face different rates for the same 
income as men. For example, in Morocco, 
the tax allowance for children is allocated to 
men, so men face a lower tax burden. Women 
receive this allowance only if they prove that 
their husband and children depend financially 
on them. This design is neither efficient not 
gender equitable.

When these considerations are factored into 
general policy design, the policies are more 
likely to reach their intended objectives, and it 
becomes easier for policy makers to tweak them 
to improve gender equality in the process.
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such “incremental” reforms may not be enough 
to overcome the path dependence and institu-
tional rigidities that result in persistent gender 
inequality. Bold government action with “trans-
formative” reforms may be necessary to alter 
social dynamics and move to a more equitable 
equilibrium. In choosing between incremen-
tal and transformative policies as part of gen-
der reforms, the challenge for policy makers is 
to balance the pace of change with the risks of 
reversal. Incremental policies will bring about 
change only slowly. But transformative policies 
can risk a backlash. A way forward is to be se-
lective in implementing transformative policies 
and ensure that adequate attention is paid to 
their implementation. 

a global agenda for greater  
gender equality

Domestic action is central to reducing inequali-
ties. Global action—by governments, people 
and organizations in developed and developing 
countries, and by international institutions—
cannot substitute for equitable and efficient 
domestic policies and institutions. But it can 
enhance the scope for and impact of domestic 
policies. And it can influence whether global 
integration and the opportunities it brings—
through information, mobility, and technolo-
gy—lead to greater gender equality and better 
lives for all women, or just for some.

Global action should focus on areas where 
gender gaps are most significant both intrinsi-
cally and in terms of their potential develop-
ment payoff—and where growth alone cannot 
solve the issues. In other words, international 
action should focus on complementing country 
efforts along the four priority areas identified 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 

•	 Limiting the reproduction of gender inequal-
ity across generations 

In addition, there is one cross-cutting prior-
ity: supporting evidence-based public action 

and boys in combating gender-based violence. 
In surveys of male attitudes toward gender 
equality in Brazil, Chile, Croatia, and Mexico, 
adult men overwhelmingly express the view that 
“men do not lose out when women’s rights are 
promoted.”89 Even in India, where men in this 
survey were less supportive of gender equality 
overall, their support for some policies, such as 
quotas in universities and places in government, 
was strong.

Second, firms—big and small—can articulate 
a compelling business case for gender equality. In 
a fast-changing global economy, the demand for 
skills has swelled, encouraging firms to expand 
their talent pool. Businesses have sought not 
only to attract and recruit female talent but also 
to retain it through measures to facilitate work-
life balance. Firms know that a diversity of opin-
ions can enrich decision making and stimulate 
ingenuity. And gender equality per se has grown 
to be a desirable trait that customers and inves-
tors look for. Corporate social responsibility is 
an avenue for firms to enhance competitiveness 
through product differentiation and capture the 
loyalty of women’s growing market power.

Third, shocks and exogenous changes can 
present policy makers with windows of oppor-
tunity to launch reforms that can improve gen-
der outcomes. Such windows sometimes stem 
from unpredictable circumstances, such as a 
national disaster. In 1998 the disaster that fol-
lowed Hurricane Mitch in Nicaragua facilitated 
a dialogue on domestic violence. A national 
campaign and the enactment of legislation fol-
lowed. Other windows come from shifts in the 
political or economic landscape. The changes in 
Spain during the democratic transition in the 
late 1970s were particularly dramatic for fam-
ily law and reproductive rights. And still oth-
ers emerge from the advocacy of transnational 
agencies and role modeling in the global agenda. 
For example, the monitoring and advocacy by 
Colombian local women’s groups in CEDAW 
informed the expansion of reproductive health 
guarantees in the Colombian Constitution, ad-
opted in 1990, and facilitated greater access to 
contraception.

Finally, there are multiple paths to reform. 
Often governments follow societal cues in pacing 
and pushing reforms. When policy formulation 
and implementation follow cues from ongoing 
shifts in markets and social norms, convergence 
and alignment can fuel sustainable change. But 
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and across borders. Such partnerships could 
be built among those in the international de-
velopment community around funding issues, 
with academia and think tanks for the purpose 
of experimentation and learning, and, more 
broadly, with the private sector to promote ac-
cess to economic opportunities. Together, these 
partnerships could support countries in lever-
aging the resources and information needed to 
successfully promote gender equality in today’s 
globalized world.

The relative importance of these activi-
ties will obviously vary across countries. Table 
2 provides a bird’s eye view of the proposed 
agenda for global action (described in more de-
tail in chapter 9). Areas marked with a check are 
those where new or additional action is needed 
or where a refocus of existing initiatives is called 
for. Of course, there are also important ongoing 
efforts in the areas not marked with checks—for 
instance, innovation around the delivery models 
for the prevention of HIV/AIDS, or partnerships 
focused on adolescents. In these latter areas, the 
focus should be on sustaining ongoing efforts and 
partnerships, and meeting prior commitments.

Finally, the framework and analysis presented 
in the Report provide four general principles for 
policy and program design, which can enhance 
the impact and effectiveness of global action 
across all priority areas. These principles are: 

•	 Comprehensive gender diagnostics as a pre-
condition for policy and program design. Gen-
der disparities persist for multiple reasons: 
there may be a single institutional or policy 
“fix” that is difficult and easily blocked; there 
may be multiple reinforcing constraints in 
markets, formal institutions, and households 
that combine to block progress; or they may 
be deeply rooted in gender roles or social 
norms that evolve only slowly. Effective pol-
icy design requires a good understanding of 
which of these situations prevails in a partic-
ular context, and of where and what the 
binding constraints are. To be useful, this di-
agnostic must drill down into what happens 
in households, markets, and formal institu-
tions, their interactions, and how they are 
shaped by social norms.

•	 Targeting determinants versus targeting out-
comes. In choosing and designing policies, 
it is necessary to target the market and in-
stitutional constraints that generate existing 

through better data, better knowledge genera-
tion and sharing, and better learning.

The motivation for an agenda for global ac-
tion is threefold. First, progress on some fronts 
requires channeling more resources from rich 
to developing countries (for example, to cre-
ate greater equity in human endowments or to 
tackle the root causes of excess female mortal-
ity around the world). Second, effective action 
sometimes hinges on the production of a pub-
lic good, such as the generation of new (global) 
information or knowledge. And third, when the 
impact of a particular policy cuts across borders, 
coordination among a large number of coun-
tries and institutions can enhance its effective-
ness, not least by building momentum and pres-
sure for action at the domestic level.

Based on these criteria, initiatives included 
in the proposed agenda for global action can be 
grouped into three types of activities:

Providing financial support. Improvements 
in the delivery of clean water and sanitation or 
better health services, such as the ones needed 
to bring down excess female mortality among 
girls and mothers in the developing world, will 
require significant resources—often beyond the 
means of individual governments, particularly 
those of relatively poor countries. The interna-
tional development community can financially 
support countries willing and able to undertake 
such reforms in a coordinated manner through 
specific initiatives or funding facilities to ensure 
maximum impact and minimize duplication.

Fostering innovation and learning. While a 
great deal has been learned about what works 
and what does not when it comes to promot-
ing greater gender equality, the truth remains 
that progress is often held back by the lack of 
data or adequate solutions to the most “sticky” 
problems. That is the case, for instance, regard-
ing gender differences in time use patterns and 
the norms around care they stem from. The de-
velopment community could promote innova-
tion and learning through experimentation and 
evaluation in ways that pay attention to results 
and process, as well as to context, and thus facili-
tate a scaling-up of successful experiences.

Leveraging effective partnerships. As chapter 
8 makes clear, successful reform often requires 
coalitions or partnerships that can act within 
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tures, and as a result so do household and 
individual behaviors. This implies that the 
same policy can have very different results 
depending on the contexts—or, as the dis-
cussion in chapter 8 makes clear, that there 
are multiple paths to reform.
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