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Women farmers in their paddy fields near Bagabar village in the Maharai Gani district of India.

Closing gender
gaps benefits
countries as a
whole, not just
women and girls

N

ot long ago women faced tremendous barriers as they sought
opportunities that would set
them on an equal footing with
men. Going back a mere quarter century,
inequality between women and men was
widely apparent—in university classrooms,
in the workplace, and even in homes. Since
then, the lives of women and girls around the
world have improved dramatically in many
respects. In most countries—rich and developing—they are going to school more, living
longer, getting better jobs, and acquiring legal
rights and protections.
But large gender gaps remain. Women
and girls are more likely to die, relative to
men and boys, in many low- and middleincome countries than their counterparts in
rich countries. Women earn less and are less
economically productive than men almost
everywhere across the world. And women
have less opportunity to shape their lives and
make decisions than do men.
According to the World Bank’s 2012 World
Development Report: Gender Equality and
Development, closing these gender gaps matters for development and policymaking.
Greater gender equality can enhance economic productivity, improve development
outcomes for the next generation, and make
institutions and policies more representative.
Many gender disparities remain even
as countries develop, which calls for sustained and focused public action. Corrective
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policies will yield substantial development
payoffs if they focus on persistent gender
inequalities that matter most for welfare. To
be effective, these measures must target the
root causes of inequality without ignoring
the domestic political economy.

Mixed progress
Every aspect of gender equality—access
to education and health, economic opportunities, and voice within households and
society—has experienced a mixed pattern of
change over the past quarter century. In some
areas, such as education, the gender gap has
closed for almost all women; but progress
has been slower for those who are poor and
face other disadvantages, such as ethnicity. In
other areas, the gap has been slow to close—
even among well-off women and in countries
that have otherwise developed rapidly.
In primary education, the gender gap
has closed in almost all countries, and it is
shrinking quickly in secondary education.
Indeed, in almost one-third of developing countries, girls now outnumber boys in
secondary schools. There are more young
women than men in universities in twothirds of the countries for which there are
data: women today represent 51 percent of
the world’s university students (see Chart 1).
Yet more than 35 million girls do not attend
school in developing countries, compared
with 31 million boys, and two-thirds of these
girls are members of ethnic minorities.

Chart 1

Off to school
Gender parity has been achieved in primary and secondary enrollments, while tertiary enrollments favor young women.
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Note: The 45° line in each panel shows gender parity in enrollments. Any point above that line means more women are enrolled than men.

Since 1980, women have been living longer than men in all
parts of the world. But across all developing countries, more
women and girls still die at younger ages relative to men
and boys, compared with rich countries. As a result of this
“excess female mortality,” about 3.9 million girls and women
under 60 are “missing” each year in developing countries (see
table). About two-fifths of them are never born, one-sixth die
in early childhood, and more than one-third die during their
reproductive years. Female mortality is growing in sub-Saharan Africa, especially for women of childbearing age and in
the countries hit hardest by the HIV/AIDS pandemic (World
Bank, 2011, Chapter 3).
More than half a billion women have joined the world’s
labor force over the past 30 years, and women now account
for more than 40 percent of workers worldwide. One reason
for increased workforce participation is an unprecedented
reduction in fertility in developing countries as diverse as
Bangladesh, Colombia, and the Islamic Republic of Iran, along
with improvements in female education. Yet women everywhere tend to earn less than men (World Bank, 2011—especially Chapter 5). The reasons are varied. Women are more
likely than men to work as unpaid family laborers or in the
informal sector. Women farmers cultivate smaller plots and
less profitable crops than male farmers. And women entrepreneurs operate smaller businesses in less lucrative sectors.
As for rights and voice, almost every country in the world
has now ratified the Convention on the Elimination of All
Forms of Discrimination Against Women. Yet, in many
countries, women (especially poor women) have less say than
men when it comes to decisions and resources in their households. Women are also much more likely to suffer domestic
violence—in developing and rich countries. And in all countries, rich and poor alike, fewer women participate in formal
politics, especially at higher levels.

Gender equality and development
Gender equality is important in its own right. Development
is a process of expanding freedoms equally for all people—
male and female (Sen, 2009). Closing the gap in well-being
between males and females is as much a part of development
as is reducing income poverty. Greater gender equality also
enhances economic efficiency and improves other development outcomes. It does so in three main ways:
• First, with women now representing 40 percent of the
global labor force and more than half the world’s university
students, overall productivity will increase if their skills and
talents are used more fully. For example, if women farmers have the same access as men to productive resources
such as land and fertilizers, agricultural output in developing countries could increase by as much as 2.5 to 4 percent
(FAO, 2011). Elimination of barriers against women working in certain sectors or occupations could increase output
by raising women’s participation and labor productivity by
as much as 25 percent in some countries through better
allocation of their skills and talent (Cuberes and TeignierBaqué, 2011).
• Second, greater control over household resources by
women, either through their own earnings or cash transfers,
can enhance countries’ growth prospects by changing spending in ways that benefit children. Evidence from countries as
varied as Brazil, China, India, South Africa, and the United
Kingdom shows that when women control more household
income—either through their own earnings or through cash
transfers—children benefit as a result of more spending on
food and education (World Bank, 2011).
• Finally, empowering women as economic, political, and
social actors can change policy choices and make institutions more representative of a range of voices. In India, giving
power to women at the local level led to greater provision of
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public goods, such as water and sanitation, which mattered
more to women (Beaman and others, 2011).

Gearing up development
How gender equality evolves as development proceeds can
best be understood through the responses of households to
the functioning and structure of markets and institutions—
both formal (such as laws, regulations, and delivery of government services) and informal (such as gender roles, norms,
and social networks).
Markets and institutions help determine the incentives,
preferences, and constraints faced by different individuals
in a household, as well as their voice and bargaining power.
In this way, household decision making, markets, and formal and informal institutions interact to determine genderrelated outcomes. This framework also helps show how
economic growth (higher incomes) influences gender outcomes by affecting how markets and institutions work and
how households make decisions. The impact of economic
growth is shown in Chart 2 by the “growth” arrow that turns
the gears in the direction of greater gender equality. The
“gender equality” arrow shows how closing gender gaps in
turn can contribute to higher growth.
This framework helps demonstrate why the gender gap
in education enrollment has closed so quickly. In this case,
income growth (by loosening budget constraints on households and the public treasury), markets (by opening new
employment opportunities for women), and formal institutions (by expanding schools and lowering costs) have come
together to influence household decisions in favor of educating girls and young women across a range of countries.
The framework also helps explain why poor women still
face sizable gender gaps, especially those who experience not

only poverty but also other forms of exclusion, such as living in a remote area, being a member of an ethnic minority, or suffering from a disability. In India and Pakistan, for
instance, while there is no difference between the number
of boys and girls enrolled in education for the richest fifth
of the population, there is a gap of almost five years for the
poorest fifth. The illiteracy rate among indigenous women
in Guatemala is twice that among nonindigenous women
and 20 percentage points higher than for indigenous men.
Market signals, improved service delivery institutions, and
higher incomes, which have generally favored the education
of girls and young women, fail to reach these severely disadvantaged populations.

Policy implications

To bring about gender equality, policymakers need to focus
their actions on five clear priorities: reducing the excess
mortality of girls and women; eliminating remaining gender
disadvantages in education; increasing women’s access to economic opportunity and thus earnings and productivity; giving
women an equal voice in households and societies; and limiting the transmission of gender inequality across generations.
To reduce the excess mortality of girls and women,
it is necessary to focus on the underlying causes at each
age. Given girls’ higher susceptibility (relative to boys’) in
infancy and early childhood to waterborne infectious diseases, improving water supply and sanitation, as Vietnam has
done, is key to reducing excess female mortality in this age
group (World Bank, 2011). Improving health care delivery to
expectant mothers, as Sri Lanka did early in its development
process and Turkey has done more recently, is critical. In the
areas of sub-Saharan Africa most affected by the HIV/AIDS
pandemic, broader access to antiretroviral drugs and reducing the incidence of new infections must be the focus. To counter
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Chart 2

Shifting into high gear
Gender outcomes result from interactions between households,
markets, and institutions.
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Source: World Bank, 2011, World Development Report 2012.

enrollment rates in countries as diverse as Mexico, Turkey, and
Pakistan (World Bank, 2011).
To broaden women’s access to economic opportunity,
thereby reducing male-female disparity in earnings and economic productivity, a combination of policies is called for.
Solutions include freeing up women’s time so they can work
outside the home—for example, through subsidized child
care, as in Colombia; improving women’s access to credit, as
in Bangladesh; and ensuring access to productive resources—
especially land—as in Ethiopia, where joint land titles are now
granted to wives and husbands. Addressing lack of information
about women’s productivity in the workplace and eliminating
institutional biases against women, for example by introducing quotas that favor women or job placement programs as in
Jordan, will also open up economic opportunity to women.
To diminish gender differences in household and societal
voice, policies need to address the combined influence of social
norms and beliefs, women’s access to economic opportunities,
the legal framework, and women’s education. Measures that
increase women’s control over household resources and laws
that enhance their ability to accumulate assets, especially by
strengthening their property rights, are important. Morocco’s
recent family law reforms strengthened women’s property
rights by equalizing husbands’ and wives’ ownership rights
over property acquired during marriage. Ways to give women
a greater voice in society include political representation quotas, training of future women leaders, and expanding women’s
involvement in trade unions and professional associations.
To limit gender inequality over time, reaching adolescents and young adults is key. Decisions made during this
stage of life determine skills, health, economic opportunities, and aspirations in adulthood. To ensure that gender gaps
do not persist over time, policies must emphasize building
human and social capital (as in Malawi with cash transfers

given directly to girls to either stay in or return to school);
easing the transition from school to work (as with job and life
skills training programs for young women in Uganda); and
shifting aspirations (by exposing girls to such role models as
women political leaders in India).
Domestic policy action is crucial, but the international
community can complement efforts in each of these priority
areas. This will require new or additional action on multiple
fronts—some combination of more funding, coordinated
efforts to foster innovation and learning, and more effective
partnerships. Funding should be directed particularly to the
poorest countries’ efforts to reduce excess deaths of girls and
women (through investment in clean water and sanitation
and maternal services) and to reduce persistent education
gender gaps. Partnerships must also extend beyond those
between governments and development agencies to include
the private sector, civil society organizations, and academic
institutions in developing and rich countries.
And while so much remains to be done, in many ways the
world has already changed by finally recognizing that gender
equality is good for both women and men. More and more,
we are all realizing that there are many benefits—economic
and others—that will result from closing gender gaps. A man
from Hanoi, Vietnam, one of thousands of people surveyed
for the World Development Report, observed, “I think women
nowadays increasingly enjoy more equality with men. They
can do whatever job they like. They are very strong. In some
families the wife is the most powerful person. In general, men
still dominate, but women’s situation has greatly improved.
Equal cooperation between husband and wife is happiness. I
think happiness is when equality exist between a couple.”
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This article is based on the World Development Report 2012: Gender
Equality and Development, published by the World Bank in 2011. The
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