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HQ1237.E68 2008
323.3'4091724—dc22

2008021327
Cover image by Quang Minh Nguyen, untitled. 
Cover design: Naylor Design.



v

Contents

Acknowledgments xi
Contributors xiii
Foreword xv
Abbreviations xvii

 1 Introduction, Overview, and Future Policy Agenda 1
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Foreword

There is compelling evidence of the importance of gender equality for 
 poverty reduction and sustainable growth. So it should come as no surprise 
that most development actors—international agencies, bilateral donors, 
and most developing countries—have an of� cial policy for promoting gen-
der equality. Millennium Development Goal 3 (MDG3) on gender equality 
and women’s empowerment is our shared global commitment. 

With only seven years remaining until the end date for the MDGs, it is an 
opportune time to take stock of where the world stands in terms of progress 
toward gender equality. This volume documents trends both on the of� cial 
MDG3 indicators and on an expanded set of indicators that provide a more 
complete measure of gender equality—especially in the area of women’s 
economic empowerment. The message that emerges is both hopeful and 
sobering: progress toward equality in capabilities (for example, education) 
has been considerable, but progress toward equality of opportunities for 
women’s economic livelihoods leaves much to be desired. 

Beyond tracking trends toward gender equality, the volume reviews 
 different measures of gender equality and estimates the � nancial resources 
required to achieve this objective. While necessarily imprecise, such esti-
mates can provide a rough guide as to whether the level of effort devoted 
by international donors and developing countries is adequate in the area of 
women’s economic empowerment. 

Equality for Women also makes clear that adequate funding is necessary, 
but not suf�  cient: policies must also be appropriate, and execution of these 
policies must be reasonably ef� cient—both at the national level and within 
international agencies charged with supporting national governments. Only 
when these three elements—funding, policy, and execution—are aligned 
will progress toward gender equality be rapid. 

The collaboration between the World Bank and the Development 
Assistance Committee of the Organisation for Economic Co-operation 
and Development (OECD/DAC) on this subject began in 2006, when we 
jointly cosponsored, with the governments of Norway and the United 
Kingdom and UN-system colleagues, a high-level consultation on the 



implementation challenges facing MDG3. Awareness at this consultation 
that the Bank and its partners could do signiÞ cantly more to promote gen-
der equality resulted in the BankÕs announced commitment to produce a 
gender action plan in 100 days.1 Our collaboration deepened during the 
planÕs preparation. The OECD/DAC Network on Gender Equality provided 
a venue for useful deliberations on successive drafts, and we have contin-
ued our joint efforts in the Þ rst phases of the planÕs implementation. 

The World Bank and the OECD/DAC are pleased to publish this 
volume as a contribution to the debate on how to most effectively pro-
mote gender equality, poverty reduction, and growth. We are grateful to the 
 government of Norway for their generous support of this volume and the 
high-level consultation.

Danny Leipziger Eckhard Deutscher
Vice President  Chairperson
Poverty Reduction and Economic Development Assistance
 Management Committee
World Bank OECD

 1  World Bank and International Finance Corporation, September 2006,  ÒGender
  Equality as Smart Economics: A World Bank Group Gender Action Plan,Ó
  World Bank, Washington, DC.
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1
Introduction, Overview, and 
Future Policy Agenda

Mayra Buvinić and Andrew R. Morrison

   The international community, upon signing the Millennium Declaration 
in 2000, committed itself to eight development goals with time-bound 

targets and measurable indicators. This deÞ nition of goals raised the bar for 
measuring countriesÕ performance on ambitious development objectives, 
including goal 3 to Òpromote gender equality and empower women.Ó

The target for goal 3 was deÞ ned as Òeliminate gender disparity in 
 primary and secondary education, preferably by 2005, and at all levels of 
education no later than 2015.Ó This target was operationalized as the ratio 
of girlsÕ to boysÕ enrollment in primary, secondary, and tertiary education. 
Three other indicators were added to Millennium Development Goal 3 
(MDG3): the ratio of literate females to males among 15- to 25- year-olds, 
the share of women in wage employment in the nonagricultural sector, and 
the proportion of seats held by women in national  parliaments.

This deÞ nition of gender equality and womenÕs empowerment has been 
criticized as overly narrow. Some even felt that  gender- equality issues lost 
ground with the Millennium DeclarationÑ that the declaration displaced 
the importance given to gender equality for development at the Beijing UN 
World WomenÕs Conference (1995) with a narrower deÞ nition of gender 
equality in the formulation of its goals. 

The inclusion of MDG3 in the Millennium Declaration, however, has 
spurred useful national and international efforts to improve measurement 
of gender equality and womenÕs empowerment and, as logical follow up, to 
identify what is needed to speed countriesÕ progress toward MDG3. The work 
on metrics has expanded the number of indicators used to assess MDG3 
and measure countriesÕ performance (UNDP 2005; World Bank 2007a). 
The work on what it takes to implement MDG3 has focused on review-
ing donor agenciesÕ and client countriesÕ experience with mainstreaming 
gender issues and on quantifying the resources needed to scale up MDG3 
implementation at the country  level. 



2  Buvini ć and Morrison

This volume brings together these efforts and updates them. It assesses 
countriesÕ progress at the midpoint between the Millennium Declaration 
and 2015Ñthe end date for attaining the  goalsÑ using an expanded set of 
indicators that better capture gender equality and womenÕs empowerment. 

To set the stage for this midpoint review of progress toward MDG3, 
this chapter Þ rst summarizes the volumeÕs main messages. The book 
also discusses various implementation constraints to achieving MDG3 
as well as what is required in terms of Þ nancing and changes in policies 
to achieve MDG3 by 2015. Chapter 2 takes stock of the worldÕs progress 
to date in achieving MDG3 using the expanded set of indicators. It charts 
countriesÕ progress over time and, where possible, benchmarks country 
performance against regional trends. Chapter 3 reviews methodological 
issues with available indicators and composite indexes of gender equality 
and chapter 4 provides an in-depth analysis of how to measure gender 
equality in labor marketsÑa critical indicator for MDG3, especially for 
middle-income countries. Chapter 5 estimates, for the Þ rst time, the mini-
mum Þ nancial resources required to achieve MDG3 by identifying the 
costs of interventions aimed at promoting gender equality and womenÕs 
empowerment across sectors. To emphasize that adequate funding is a 
necessary but not sufÞ cient precondition for achieving MDG3, chapter 
6 turns the focus to institutional and implementation-related impedi-
ments to achieving MDG3, drawing on several countries in South Asia. 
Chapter 7 underscores how cultural norms and traditions shape behavior 
and stand in the way of attaining gender equality in Mexico. The Þ nal 
chapter focuses on the main tool international agencies and national 
governments have used to promote gender equality since the World UN 
WomenÕs Conference in Beijing in 1995Ñgender mainstreaming. Chapter 8 
reviews progress in gender mainstreaming and highlights challenges and 
 implementation constraints. 

The chapter begins with an overview of the main messages of the 
volume. Then, the efÞ ciency rationale for MDG3 is presented, including 
the pathways through which gender equality leads to poverty reduction 
and economic growth. The following sections give a brief introduction to 
ways to measure gender equality and womenÕs empowerment along with 
a summary of the current status of ofÞ cial and new MDG3 indicators. 
The subsequent section turns to public policy to promote gender equality 
and discusses laws, institutions, and policies. The Þ nal sections provide a 
 summary of the Þ nancial requirements to achieve MDG3.
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Main  Messages

The good news is that 82 of 122 countries for which data are available 
achieved the ofÞ cial MDG3 target of gender parity in primary and second-
ary enrollment by 2005. However, 19 countries are seriously off track to 
meet this target, even by 2015. In general, progress in expanding womenÕs 
opportunities has lagged behind progress in expanding womenÕs capabili-
ties. Efforts are needed to Òlevel the playing Þ eldÓ for women so they can 
use their increased capabilities in the economy and  society. 

Better indicators are needed to measure progress toward gender equal-
ity, especially in economic participation. Numerous attempts have been 
made to develop indexes of gender equality. While indexes are useful in 
focusing public opinion on an issue and in galvanizing political will to take 
action, policy is best informed by a set of individual indicators. An analysis 
of country performance on gender equality and empowerment using an 
expanded set of indicators reveals few  high- performing countries and many 
 low- performing  ones. 

Gender equality requires changing underlying social norms in addi-
tion to observable outcomes. One particularly promising approach to 
changing social norms is to use Þ nancial incentives to change the behavior of 
families toward girls and women, provided that the incentives are adequate 
and  sustained. 

Gender- speciÞ c and  gender- mainstreaming  actionsÑ as well as  gender-
 neutral or nontargeted MDG  interventionsÑ are needed to achieve MDG3.1 
Estimates of the costs associated with these interventions show that the 
largest share of costs is accounted for by gender- neutral interventions, while 
the lowest share is accounted for by  gender- speciÞ c interventions.  Gender-
 speciÞ c interventions, however, may incur additional political and eco-
nomic costs associated with targeting interventions to girls and  women.

It is premature to judge the success or failure of  gender- mainstreaming 
efforts by international Þ nancial institutions or by bilateral donors, largely 
because mainstreaming has not been fully implemented in country opera-
tions. Two important lessons learned from attempts to mainstream gender 
are (i) gender mainstreaming should be more narrowly targeted to sectors 
where change is needed and (ii) it is much easier to build a business case 
for mainstreaming by building a project record than by  broad- brush orga-
nizational mandates. 

Changes in laws, institutions, and policies all matter for scaling up 
gender-equality objectives. Most of these changes come with a price tag. 
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Sometimes the funding to implement these changes is available in  domestic 
budgets but is not fully used because of institutional bottlenecks. Many 
other times, domestic budgets do not cover expenditures for MDG3, even 
in cases where the changes were included in planned  budgets.

Both domestic and donor resources need to be mobilized to Þ nance 
MDG3 interventions. Given desirable domestic commitment of resources 
to  gender- speciÞ c and  gender-mainstreaming interventions, the remain-
ing f inancing  gapÑ estimated at about $13 billion yearly using UN 
Millennium Project  calculationsÑ could be met if donors, private foun-
dations, and other nontraditional sources of funding increased spending 
on  MDG3.

The EfÞ ciency  Rationale

Why might gender equality matter? The Þ rst possible answer is that gender 
equality is desirable in and of  itselfÑ it has intrinsic value. MDG3 is evi-
dence of the international communityÕs commitment to the intrinsic value 
of gender equality. 

Many would argue that inequalities based solely on oneÕs biological 
 make up are inherently unfair and unjust. But to delve any further into the 
issue requires that a distinction be made between inequalities of oppor-
tunity and inequalities in outcome. RawlsÕ version of ÒfairnessÓ refers to a 
world in which outcomes may be unequal, but where one does not know 
whether one will end up with a relatively favorable or unfavorable outcome 
(Rawls 1971). 

Roemer (1993, 2002) has argued that social welfare cannot be 
 maximized if outcomes differ because of individualsÕ differential cir-
cumstances, where circumstances refer to factors that individuals cannot 
control. Differential outcomes that reß ect differential effort or individual 
choice, however, are consistent with maximization of social  welfare.

Clearly, educational gaps or earnings gaps that are ordained at birth for 
women would not be ÒfairÓ in a Rawlsian or Roemerian sense; conversely, 
wage gaps that reß ect only differences in skills and productivity could be 
labeled a fair  outcome. 

Beyond any notion of fairness, however, gender inequalities in capa-
bilities and opportunities are inefÞ cient. The World BankÕs 2007 Global 
Monitoring Report (World Bank 2007a), summarizing a large body of 
research, outlined several pathways by which gender inequalities in rights, 
resources, and voice lead to increases in poverty and potentiallyÑ although 
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the evidence is signiÞ cantly less strong on this  scoreÑ to lower growth.2 
One important pathway goes from equality of opportunity through par-
ticipation in labor, land, Þ nancial, and product markets, while the other 
pathway links equality of opportunity for women to improved childrenÕs 
 well- being. Both pathways end in accelerated poverty reduction, increased 
productivity, and potentially more rapid growth (see Þ gure 1.1). 

WomenÕs ability to participate productively in the labor market is con-
strained in many regions, both by womenÕs lower educational levels rela-
tive to menÕs and by social norms. Wage gaps that do not reß ect underlying 
productivity differentials, in turn, may be a disincentive for women to seek 
employment and for parents to invest in the education of girls, which would 
allow them to successfully compete in labor markets in the future. (There is 
extremely limited empirical evidence to support these disincentive effects; 
however, see Anderson, King, and Wang [2003].) 

As noted in the World Development Report 2008 (World Bank 2007b), 
land is the most important productive asset for households engaged in 

FIGURE 1.1 
Women’s Earnings, Children’s Well-Being, and Aggregate Poverty Reduction 
and Economic Growth: The Pathways

Increased gender equality in households, markets, and society

Improved children’s well-beingIncreased women’s labor force
participation, productivity, and earnings

Current poverty reduction
and economic growth

Future poverty reduction
and economic growth

Income and consumption
expenditure

Differential savings rates
Better health and

educational
attainment and

greater productivity
as adults

Mother’s greater control over
decision making in household

Women have
better

education and
health

Women have better
access to markets

Source: World Bank 2007a, 109.
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agricultural production. Yet, the distribution of land ownership is heavily 
skewed toward men. In a set of Latin American countries, 70Ð90 percent of 
titles to farmland are held exclusively by men (Deere and Leon 2003); land 
holding is similarly skewed toward men in Sub- Saharan Africa (Doss 2005; 
Udry 1996; Quisumbing, Estudillo, and Otsuka 2004). While land titling 
programs in some countries and regions are beginning to emphasize joint 
titling, much work on that issue remains to be  done.

Access to credit is an important determinant of productivity and earn-
ings for Þ rms and for the  self- employed. Although unexpected, there is little 
evidence from developing countries that women face differential treatment 
in Þ nancial markets after controlling for observable  factorsÑ at least, as 
measured by higher loan rejection rates or higher interest rates; rather, the 
limited evidence suggests that women are less likely to seek credit than are 
men (Baydas, Meyer, and  Aguilera-Alfred 1994; Buvini«c and Berger 1990; 
Storey 2004; Ratusi and Swamy 1999). 

Women appear to have lower rates of adoption of technological inno-
vations that determine farmersÕ access to agricultural product markets. Most 
of the evidence suggests that many of womenÕs barriers to adoption are not 
related to the characteristics of the technology but originate in other markets 
relevant to the adoption decision, such as land, labor, credit, and information. 
For example, Croppenstedt, Demeke, and Meschi (2003) Þ nd that  female-
 headed households in Ethiopia have signiÞ cantly lower endowments of 
land, and that land size is a signiÞ cant positive determinant of fertilizer  use. 

Agricultural extension services also often fail to reach female farm-
ers, in particular, female- headed farming households, even though female 
farmers often indicate a strong demand for such services (Saito, Mekonnen, 
and Spurling 1994). Summarizing evidence from six studies in  Sub- Saharan 
Africa in the 1980s, Quisumbing (1994) reported that  male-headed house-
holds were roughly 30Ð220 percent more likely to have ever had contact 
with an extension agent than  female- headed  households. 

The second channel by which gender equality affects poverty and pro-
ductivity is through childrenÕs  well- being. Abundant empirical evidence 
supports the notion that increased control over resources by women leads 
to better child development outcomes, including educational attainment 
and nutrition. Thus, contemporaneous, nonmonetary measures of poverty 
may register improvements as a result of womenÕs increased control over 
resourcesÑ and future monetary and nonmonetary measures of poverty 
will be affected by the higher human capital and earnings potential of chil-
dren with better nutrition, health, and educational  outcomes.
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Early studies in this vein from the 1980s and early 1990s measured 
womenÕs control over resources using data on individual earnings and asset 
ownership, but current earnings and asset ownership are clearly endog-
enous: they both affect and are affected by womenÕs ability to inß uence 
household decision making. A second generation of studies attempted to 
deal with this endogeneity by proxying for control over resources or bargain-
ing power with measures of resources brought to marriage. The argument is 
that resources brought to marriage are exogenous to decision making after 
marriage, but this assertion has also been questioned. 

Most recently, studies have employed a Ònatural experimentÓ approach, 
examining the effect on intrahousehold resource allocation of receiving 
old- age pension beneÞ ts, conditional cash transfers, and loans from micro-
credit programs targeted at women. Pitt and Khandker (1998) Þ nd that 
female borrowing from micro-credit institutions has had a larger impact on 
childrenÕs enrollment in school than does borrowing by males. Rubalcava, 
Teruel, and Thomas (2004) demonstrate that conditional cash transfers in 
Mexico received by women increase the share of household budgets spent 
on education, childrenÕs clothing, and meat, while the share of expendi-
tures spent on male clothing, transport, and other types of food declined. 
In an evaluation of a pension program in South Africa, Duß o (2003) Þ nds 
that pensions received by grandmothers result in weight gains for young 
girls in the household, while pensions received by grandfathers have no 
such effect. Natural experiments or randomized designs offer the stron-
gest evidence on the causal links between womenÕs control over resources 
and subsequent household decisions about resource allocation (Morrison, 
Raju, and Sinha 2007).

One particularly important realm of household decision making is 
fertility choice. To the extent that greater gender equality allows women 
to exercise more control over their fertility, one would expect better child 
development outcomes because of lower dependency ratios and standard 
 quantity- quality tradeoffs in children.

Measuring Gender Equality and WomenÕs  Empowerment

Gender equality and womenÕs empowerment are not synonymous and, 
therefore, cannot be tracked using a single indicator. Equality indicators 
measure womenÕs status relative to menÕs status and are expressed as ratios, 
while empowerment indicators measure changes in absolute levels of 
womenÕs well- being. 
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Care must be used in interpreting measures of equality because perfect 
equality (a ratio of one) may indicate equality of deprivation rather than 
equality of opportunity. The most obvious example is the case of some 
countries (Haiti and Zimbabwe, for example) that show parity between the 
sexes in secondary school  enrollmentÑ but at very low levels of enrollment 
for both boys and girls (World Bank 2007a). 

Empowerment indicators often are conß ated with indicators of gender 
equality, but should not be. Measures of womenÕs empowerment include 
indicators that are speciÞ c to women and that measure changes in absolute 
values for women rather than in comparison with men. These indicators 
include, notably, reproductive health measures and incidence and preva-
lence data on violence against women. The former are widely available and 
comparable, while indicators of violence against women have only recently 
begun to be collected systematically. Comparable violence indicators are 
available for only a handful of countries (see WHO [2002]). Another class 
of indicators of womenÕs empowerment includes those that measure 
womenÕs decision- making power in both private (household) and public 
(governance) life. Again, these indicators are not widely  available. 

Perhaps the most important distinction between measures of gender 
equality is between index approaches and individual indicators. 

While an index can be useful for creating a summary statistic that cap-
tures media and policy attention, associated problems (such as the choice 
of weights and methods of aggregation) complicate its interpretation and, 
therefore, make it less useful for informing policy  makers.

The Millennium Declaration deÞ ned a set of four associated indicators 
(as reviewed above), rather than an index, to measure MDG3. These indi-
cators provide important but incomplete measures of achievements (since 
1990) in gender equality. 

To address the shortcomings of the ofÞ cial MDG3 indicatorsÑand 
in particular to do a better job of measuring health status and economic 
empowermentÑthis volume argues for the use of an ÒMDG3 plusÓ 
approachÑusing ofÞ cial MDG3 indicators, but supplementing them with 
additional indicators where feasible and appropriate.3

Progress on MDG3 at the  Midpoint

Using the MDG3 plus approach, the World Bank (2007a) and Morrison, 
Sabarwal, and Sjšblom (chapter 2) provide the most up-to-date snapshot 
on the status of countriesÕ progress at midpoint (2007) in meeting the third 
Millennium Development Goal. 
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Progress on the OfÞ cial MDG3 Target

First, 82 out of 122 countries achieved the ofÞ cial MDG3 midterm target 
of parity in primary and secondary schooling by 2005.4 Only one country 
that did not achieve parity in 2005 is on track to achieve it by 2015. Some 
19 countries are off track or unlikely to achieve the target by 2015. Of these 
19 countries, 13 are in  Sub- Saharan Africa. So unless these countries sig-
niÞ cantly intensify actions to increase girlsÕ school enrollment, the ofÞ cial 
MDG3 goal will not be  attained. 

The substantial gains in enrollment and parity rates in primary and 
secondary schooling in the years since 1990, even in countries that started 
with low enrollment levels, show that scaling up concerted policies to 
increase and equalize enrollment rates between the genders can make a 
difference (World Bank 2007a). 

The ofÞ cial MDG3 indicators concern themselves only with the ratio of 
girls to boys in enrollment but are silent on the absolute levels of enrollment. 
This comes with the obvious hazard of attributing ÒgoodÓ performance to 
countries where there is not much gender disparity in school enrollment 
even though overall enrollment rates (primary, secondary, or both) are 
not high. Clearly, policy should be informed not just by gender-equality 
concerns but also by the overall levels of education attainment. 

A Þ rst challenge is to scale up educational interventions in the coun-
tries that currently are projected not to meet the target for gender equal-
ity in primary and secondary schooling. A second challenge is to increase 
the education level of girls in secondary school in  Sub-Saharan Africa and 
South Asia and the education level of girls and boys in tertiary school-
ing in all regions, except Europe and Central Asia, where levels are already 
high. Without rising educational levels, the goal of womenÕs empowerment 
will be difÞ cult to achieve. And these rising levels need to be realized in 
excluded groups, especially girls who are doubly disadvantaged by being 
female and by belonging to racial, ethnic, or other excluded groups (Lewis 
and Lockheed 2007). 

A third challenge is to increase the completion rate of education for all, 
along with a speciÞ c focus on keeping girls in school. The latter objective is 
particularly a challenge for countries such as Malawi, Mauritania, Oman, 
and Rwanda, which have very high  female- to- male primary enrollment 
ratios (70 and above), but where fewer than 50 percent of girls complete pri-
mary schooling. There are 21 countries in the World Bank data set where this 
phenomenon is observed (Morrison, Sabarwal, and Sjšblom). These coun-
tries need to implement and scale up gender- speciÞ c policies to eliminate 
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discriminatory policies and behaviors of teachers in schools as well as to 
target stipends and other incentives to parents and communities to keep girls 
in  school.

The last challenge addresses the gap in opportunities, which was Þ rst 
underscored by the late Mahbub el Haq in 1995 (UNDP 1995). When com-
paring indicators of capabilities (education and health) with those of oppor-
tunities (employment and political participation), it is clear that progress in 
expanding womenÕs opportunities in the economy and in society has lagged 
behind progress in expanding their capabilities. Figure 1.2 shows this uneven 
progress using the ofÞ cial MDG3 indicators. The share of girls enrolled in pri-
mary and secondary schooling has improved substantially since 1990. At the 
same time, however, the share of women in nonagricultural employment and 
in parliaments has grown only modestly. Gender-equality policy needs to 
seek ways to level the playing Þ eld for women so they can use their increased 
capabilities in the economy and in society. Not to do so is not only unfair; it 
is  inefÞ cient. 

Progress on the MDG3 Plus Approach

Information on the state of progress is much richer when the ofÞ cial MDG3 
indicators are complemented by the additional six indicators described 
above. The additional indicators recommended in our MDG3 plus approach 
are: i) primary completion rates disaggregated by gender; ii) under-five 
mortality rates disaggregated by gender; iii) percentage of reproductive-age 
women and their partners using modern contraception; iv) percentage of 
15- to 19-year old girls who are mothers or pregnant with their Þ rst child; 
v) labor force participation rates for 20- to 24- and 25- to 49-year olds, disaggre-
gated by gender; and vi) average hourly wages, also disaggregated by gender.

The numbers presented in chapter 2 clearly show that no one coun-
try or region has achieved gender equality in all the areas covered by this 
expanded set of indicators. Most countries have varying scores across indi-
cators, showing that progress is sector or area  speciÞ c. 

The comparison of school attendance with labor force participation 
rates signals the need for targeted investments to adolescent girls to expand 
their economic opportunities so they will not be left behind in the transition 
from schooling to the labor market (see Buvini«c, Guzm‡n, and Lloyd [2007]; 
Morrison, Sabarwal, and Sjšblom [chapter 2]). These policies are especially 
relevant for regions that have achieved parity or close to parity in school 
enrollment but exhibit wide gender gaps in labor force participation, such as 
Latin America and the Caribbean and Europe and Central Asia.  Sub- Saharan 
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Africa is the only region for which the data suggest that the emphasis (to 
date, at least) should be in closing the gender gaps in schooling rather than 
on promoting labor force participation. 

The health indicators single out the comparatively high mortality rates of 
girls under age 5 in East Asia and PaciÞ c and South Asia, as well as the high 
adolescent fertility rates in 36 countries, with a majority of those  countries 

FIGURE 1.2
Progress in Of� cial Indicators of Gender Equality and Women’s 
Empowerment, by Region, 1990–2005

Source: World Bank 2007, 11. 

Note: The regional averages are calculated using the earliest value between 1990 and 1995 and the latest 
value between 2000 and 2005. The averages are weighted by the country population size in 2005.
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being in Sub- Saharan Africa. These data suggest the need to implement 
policies to deter infanticide and neglect of girl children, in the former instance, 
and to provide access to reproductive health services to adolescents, in the lat-
ter case. Policies to deter infanticide and the neglect of girl infants through 
prohibition of sex selection technology have not worked well (Das Gupta, 
2007). Similarly, the recent use of cash  incentives to mothers to inß uence sex 
ratios at birth seem to have worked only in the very short term in one pro-
gram, partly perhaps because payouts were not maintained over time (Holla, 
Jensen, and Oster 2007). The one intervention that appears to have reduced 
son preference in rural India was the availability of cable television, suggesting 
the potential effect of the media in changing norms (Jensen and Oster 2007). 
There are, however,  well-known,  cost-effective interventions to prevent teen 
pregnancies that countries with high teenage pregnancy rates can  adopt. 

The two added economic indicatorsÑlabor force participation data 
and the ratio of female to male hourly wagesÑgive a more nuanced picture 
of progress in equality of economic opportunities for women and men. The 
labor force participation indicator makes the important point that much of 
womenÕs work in all world regions is in wage employment in agriculture and 
in  self- employment, dimensions that are not captured in the ofÞ cial MDG 
indicator. Especially useful are the wage data that add information on the 
quality of womenÕs work in the marketplace. Such countries as  Cambodia, 
Latvia, Macedonia, Mongolia, Panama, and Thailand, with high participa-
tion of women in wage employment in the nonagricultural sector, also have 
relatively high  female- to-male wage rates (0.80 or higher). Other countries, 
however, have high female participation with comparatively low wages for 
women. Brazil, Mexico, Paraguay, and Tajikistan fall into this latter group 
and might consider implementing policies to reduce gender wage gaps 
(see chapter 2).

However, without data on levels, data on gender wage gaps can be mis-
leading. Women in the Middle East and North Africa have higher female 
relative wages than women in  high-income European or East Asian econo-
mies, but this is likely an indication of selectivity (mostly women with high 
returns to market labor work as part of a small female labor force in Middle 
East and North African countries, and their wages are compared with male 
wages based on all male  workersÑ those with high and those with low 
wages) rather than greater gender equality (Tzannatos 2007). 

In addition to wage data, indexes of occupational segregation can be used 
to gauge progress in gender equality in the economy, especially in  middle-
 income countries for which data are more readily available. Again, however, 
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reductions in segregation do not necessarily imply improvement in womenÕs 
labor market position; the feminization of previously  male- dominated jobs 
can be associated with depressed wages for both genders (Tzannatos 2007). 

The set of MDG3 plus indicators is perhaps most usefully applied to 
assess the performance of individual countries when compared with or 
benchmarked against a standard. Comparing a suite of indicators for a 
country with a benchmark identiÞ es areas of policy priority and can also 
be used to evaluate the progress of countries through the use of scorecards 
that can garner public attention similar to that attracted by indexes. 

Comparatively few countries are high performers and very few 
countries are repeat high performers in different dimensions of gender 
equality. The highest performers compared to regional averages across 
indicators (one standard deviation above the regional average) are 
Argentina, Lithuania, Maldives, and Tunisia. Many more countries are 
repeat low performers in one or more dimensions of gender equality. 
Chad, Guatemala, Niger, and Turkey are low performers (one standard 
deviation below the regional average) across the range of indicators, 
even though in Chad, education and employment indicators improved 
signiÞ cantly in the last decade (chapter 2). 

Country variability in rankings across indicators suggests that prog-
ress in gender equality is sector or dimension speciÞ c. Correspondingly, 
policies need to be speciÞ c. It cannot be assumed, for instance, that 
meeting the MDG3 ofÞ cial target of parity in schooling, even along with 
high levels of schooling, will necessarily translate into gender equality 
in other dimensions. 

The MDG3 plus indicators, however, still fall short in capturing 
important dimensions of gender equality and womenÕs empowerment for 
which data are unavailable, including indicators of voice, participation 
and citizenship, and security. At the national level, however, some coun-
tries have customized the ofÞ cial MDG3 indicators to add  country-speciÞ c 
ones to sharpen the governmentÕs focus on speciÞ c gender inequalities. 
One example is Cambodia, which added a new target to reduce all forms 
of violence against women and children, and expanded the list of indica-
tors to include, for instance, literacy rates for 25- to 44- year- olds, to cover 
women in prime childbearing and working ages (Phavi and Urashima 
2006). Similarly, the Dominican Republic expanded its ofÞ cial mea-
sures to include indicators of reproductive and sexual health, property 
rights, and gender- based violence, as well as of institutional performance 
(Sikoska 2006). 



14  Buvini ć and Morrison

Public Policy to Promote Gender Equality

SzŽkely (chapter 7) singles out the need to change cultural norms, traditions, 
and  day- to- day practices, normally regarded as Òprivate matters,Ó as a main 
challenge to the implementation of MDG3. 5 Consensus on the desirability 
of achieving MDG3 is often hampered by mores, traditions, and perceptions 
of zero-sum games (in public and private life). As result, he makes the point 
that gender equality policy needs to focus not only on changing observed 
outcomes but also on changing underlying laws, mechanisms, and cultural 
patterns. Policy that only focuses on outcomes, he argues, Òwill swim against 
the tide,Ó and will not be efÞ cient in addressing gender disparities. 

The policy framework for promoting gender equality, therefore, calls 
for changes in laws that deÞ ne the rules of the game for society, in the 
behavior of social institutions (including, of great importance, the family) 
that embody and transmit norms and traditions, and in policies and pro-
grams that affect outcomes. Such changes deÞ ne the scope for government 
action, as well as underscore the complexity of the task. These Òprivate mat-
tersÓ also help to explain the overall slow progress made to  date.

Laws

There is signiÞ cant scope for changing laws to promote and protect wom-
enÕs rights, deter and punish transgression of rights, and level the playing 
Þ eld of opportunities for women and men. Considerable work has been 
done in this area, both nationally and internationally. Examples of legisla-
tion range from international conventions on womenÕs rights (Committee 
on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women), to regional con-
ventions to eliminate violence against women (Belem do Para Convention 
for Latin American and the Caribbean), to national legislation on equal 
rights (on ownership of land, property, labor, and so forth), to antidiscrim-
ination  legislation, and to reform of regulatory frameworks for Þ nancial 
 transactions, business ownership, and the like. 

Lessons learned from the experience with legal reform include, Þ rst, 
the importance of enforcement mechanisms to the success of legislation in 
reducing gender inequalities. Without enforcement, gender-equality legisla-
tion remains only a statement of good intentions. Second is the  observation 
that while equality legislation per se may make little difference, the exis-
tence of laws condoning inequality acts to perpetuate  inequality. Third, 
changes in laws are more often than not the reß ection, rather than the 
cause, of social change (World Bank 2007a). See box 1.1 for a discussion of 
legal reforms to promote gender equality.
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Box 1.1
Legal Reforms to Promote Gender  Equality

Legal frameworks for women’s status and rights are derived from several 
sources: international laws, constitutional and statutory provisions, and cus-
tomary law. Many legal frameworks embody human rights principles of equal-
ity and nondiscrimination, but they also re� ect gendered systems and social 
norms that often de� ne females’ rights only through family relationships. This 
is true of customary laws that govern domestic relations, such as marriage, 
divorce, and custody (Chirayath, Sage, and Woolcock 2005). These laws per-
ceive women as individuals to be protected in the private sphere in their roles 
as wives, mothers, daughters, or sisters. Similar protective attitudes spill over to 
the public sphere as well.

One legal provision with important consequences for women’s rights 
and opportunities is the legal age of marriage. Early marriage can lead to 
early  pregnancy or school dropout, sti� ing girls’ aspirations for secondary or 
higher education. International human rights standards encourage countries 
to  establish a minimum legal age of 18 for marriage for both sexes.a In several 
countries, however, the legal age of marriage is determined by customary 
provisions, family codes, or personal status laws. Some of these laws diverge 
from international norms because they sanction a lower legal age for girls 
than for boys. In a landmark reform resulting from the work of a Royal Com-
mission, the Moroccan Personal Status Code (moudawana) was revised 
to raise the legal age of marriage for girls to 18 years old from 15 (World 
Bank 2005b). 

Legal systems regulating land ownership can either enable or impede 
women’s rights of access to land. In many developing societies, customary laws 
determine women’s individual rights to own or inherit property, bring property 
into marriage, have joint title, or take property out of marriage upon dissolu-
tion (World Bank 2005a). Customary norms also determine which land rights a 
woman, as opposed to a man, may freely exercise. For example, while custom-
ary norms may grant women a right to cultivate communal land, only their male 
relatives have the right to dispose of the land (Kevane and Gray 1999). Statutory 
provisions can be enacted to override customary provisions with unequal out-
comes. However, reforms often must overcome deeply rooted cultural norms 
and attitudes toward land and incorporate detailed regulations to ensure that 
women can of� cially register title to that land, for example, through the pro-
vision of space on land deeds to record multiple names (Lastarria- Cornheil 
2003). Cambodia and the Lao People’s Democratic Republic have enacted 
progressive legislative and regulatory reforms to mandate and facilitate joint 
land  titling. 

(continued)
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Institutions

SzŽkely in chapter 7 cogently expresses a widely shared view of the impor-
tant role of social institutions, especially the family, in perpetuating gender 
inequalities. Equally, Das in chapter 6 underscores the role of institutional 
constraints affecting demand and the ability to use or spend budgets that 
have been allocated to gender-equality interventions. The experience of 
South Asia, Das argues, stresses the importance of womenÕs political voice 
(through  self- help groups, solidarity groups, and elected members in local 
government) in increasing demand for government investments in gender 
equality and government accountability. 

A third set of reforms relates to labor laws and regulations.  Well-
 intentioned laws to protect women from dangerous jobs or long hours can 
have pernicious effects on the demand for female labor. So, too, can mater-
nity leave and child care; legal provisions that prohibit women from working 
in certain occupations, industries, or at night; and laws with different retire-
ment ages for men and women (World Bank 2006). In Jordan, for example, 
labor code provisions for long maternity leaves and � rm- provided child 
care seem to have limited female employment in  export-processing zones 
(Razzaz 2007). 

Legal reforms are important mechanisms for enforcing constitutional 
guarantees of gender equality. They can provide legally binding provisions 
contravening discriminatory practices that undermine women’s rights in the 
name of customary or religious norms. Reforms can provide the enabling legal 
environment to meet MDG commitments to promote gender equality. Legal 
reforms to promote women’s rights do not occur easily, though; such reforms 
often challenge established norms and therefore face strong resistance. Even 
when enacted, they are often plagued by signi� cant enforcement gaps in many 
countries. Enforcement weaknesses can be addressed by linking legal reform 
with leadership at high levels, public awareness campaigns, strong institutions, 
and � nancial resources for implementation. This is the approach adopted by 
Vietnam in support of new gender equity legislation, where a public education 
and dissemination program was put in place during the 2003–07 seminars and 
workshops on gender equality and women’s rights organized and funded by 
different government agencies (UN 2005a).

Source: Authors’  compilation. 

a. Article 1 of the Convention on the Rights of the Child and Article 16, para 2 of the 
Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against  Women.

Box 1.1 (continued)
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Conditional cash transfer programs, such as Oportunidades in Mexico 
(see chapter 7), are perhaps one of the most interesting recent develop-
ments in  demand-side programs to promote better educational and health 
outcomes. The results have been impressive. Two features, in particular, of 
these programs are promising for promoting gender equality. First, these 
programs function by using Þ nancial incentives to change the behavior 
of families toward their (girl) childrenÑand behavioral change often 
precedes and determines attitudinal or cultural change. These programs, 
therefore, should be especially  well- suited for promoting cultural changes 
regarding gender equality, provided that program incentives are adequate 
and sustained. Second, the evidence to date shows that the effects of these 
programs on outcomes seem to be larger for groups that had the lowest 
probability of enrollment at baseline, including females when compared 
with males, suggesting that conditional cash transfers may be efÞ cient tools 
to reduce inequality of opportunities between the genders (Schady 2007). 

More generally, the use of Þ nancial incentives to bring about changes 
in the behavior of organizations and institutions, both formal and infor-
mal, is comparatively new in the promotion of gender equality. The gov-
ernment of Chile has an innovative program of good governance and 
public sector management, wherein public sector staff are rewarded with 
yearly bonuses for achieving government program targets (Raczynski 
2007). Mainstreaming gender-equality concerns into government pro-
grams is one of these targets (see chapter 8 on gender mainstreaming). 
Results are not yet in, but it should prove interesting to see if concrete 
incentives, rather than broad mandates without Òteeth,Ó have an effect on 
gender-equality programming.

Despite general agreement on the importance of institutions in per-
petuating gender inequalities, little rigorous study of institutional con-
straints has been undertaken, partly because of the difÞ culty in measuring 
such constraints. A recent advancement is an institutional database set up 
by the Development Assistance Committee (DAC) of the Organisation for 
Economic  Co- operation and Development (OECD), which provides social 
institution indicators grouped into four  categoriesÑ family code, physical 
integrity, civil liberties, and ownership  rightsÑfor 161 countries (JŸtting 
and Morrisson 2005). 

Policies

While institutions are critical,  well- conceived policies also matter, both 
universal policies and policies designed speciÞ cally to address gender 
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disparities. The overall success in raising girlsÕ primary school enrollment 
rates in developing countries was the result of concerted will and resources 
to ensure education for all, rather than education for girls only. In this case, 
a universal program was able to both increase the level of enrollment for 
girls and reduce the gender gap in enrollment (World Bank 2007a). Simi-
larly, implementation of a national scholarship program for secondary 
schools led to BangladeshÕs success in increasing female secondary school 
enrollments (Das in chapter 6). 

However, as this review has shown, additional or incremental targeted 
efforts are often needed to close gender gaps in capabilities and level the 
playing Þ eld of opportunities for girls and women. Increasing girlsÕ comple-
tion rates in primary schooling in countries with good levels of girlsÕ enroll-
ment in school, helping ease the transition between schooling and work for 
adolescent girls, and expanding womenÕs access to formal Þ nancial services, 
among others, all require policies speciÞ cally designed to address gender 
disparities by focusing on girls and women. Targeting girls and women does 
not necessarily mean separate programming but it does mean additional or 
incremental resources going to girls or women only, along with associated 
political and economic  costs. 

One example is microÞ nance programs that have reduced many of the 
costs associated with targeting by  self- targeting Þ nancial services to poor 
women. By offering very small loans with low transaction costs to the bor-
rower (through increased access to loan services and immediacy of loan 
disbursement), ß exible repayments, and minimal and ß exible collateral 
requirements, these programs have been successful in reaching women 
 clients without targeting services to them (Lycette and White 1989). It is 
a well- established fact that women are the majority of clients of microÞ -
nance programs. Similarly, public works programs have successfully reached 
poor women when they have offered very low wages, allowed ß exible work-
ing hours, reduced transportation costs, and allowed women to bring their 
 children to work (Buvini«c 1996). 

However,  self- targeting is not always possible or desirable. Gender-speciÞ c 
and gender-mainstreaming actions, as well as  gender- neutral or nontargeted 
MDG interventions, are also needed to achieve MDG3. (The next section, 
based on chapter 5, quantiÞ es unit costs for these different interventions.) 

The review of MDG3 indicators in this book also shows that gender 
equality is multidimensional and that progress in equality in one area (edu-
cation) does not automatically translate into progress in other areas (labor 
force participation). A set of interventions in different sectors is required; 
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but this is easier said than done. Ambitious objectives and complex designs 
often result in inaction or failure. Gupta and Mehra (chapter 8) attribute 
the perceived failure of mainstreaming gender in development agencies to 
objectives too ambitiously deÞ ned. They rightly argue that the scope of 
 gender mainstreaming should be more narrowly deÞ ned and should give 
priority to building up a mainstreaming record through operations rather 
than organizational directives. Gupta and Mehra suggest that it is prema-
ture to pass judgment on the success or failure of gender mainstreaming 
because it has not been fully implemented in  country- level  operationsÑ
where it matters most. They make the case for both selectivity in goals and 
dedicated Þ nancial resources for mainstreaming.

Financing for Gender  Equality

Substantial administrative, economic, and political costs can be associated 
with initiatives to promote gender equality. Unfortunately, there are no reli-
able estimates for these costs. While  gender-mainstreaming interventions 
may, in fact, entail only minor change in the design of projects, identifying 
this change will often require signiÞ cant investments (chapter 8). 

Grown et al. (chapter 5) and Ebbeler (2007) estimate costs of actions to 
achieve MDG3 in selected countries, allowing for costs for  gender- speciÞ c 
actions,  gender-mainstreaming interventions, and  gender- neutral or non-
targeted MDG interventions. Their efforts expand on a Þ rst costing attempt 
made by the Millennium Project and follow the Millennium ProjectÕs meth-
odology of basing costing on needs assessments (Grown, Gupta, and Pande 
2005). Chapter 5 estimates costs for Þ ve countries. Using the same method, 
Ebbeler goes beyond estimates and obtains planned expenditures for 
10 countries and planned as well as actual expenditures for 3 countries. 

Method 

At the outset, the difÞ culty of calculating the Þ nancial costs of reducing 
gender inequality must be underscored because this inequality is both 
multidimensional and multisectoral. In addition, an inherent problem 
underlies any assessment of the resources associated with actions that are 
mainstreamedÑthe more fully gender issues are mainstreamed into a pro-
gram or project, the more Þ nancial resources are mingled and the more dif-
Þ cult it is to track budget resources assigned speciÞ cally to gender issues.

Each of the different approaches for costing the MDGs has its own set 
of advantages and limitations. (In chapter 5, box 5.2 brieß y reviews these 



20  Buvini ć and Morrison

approaches.) The UN Millennium Project developed a list of interventions 
for each MDG sector (education, health, rural development, urban develop-
ment and slum upgrading, water and sanitation, and energy) and estimated 
the per unit capital and recurrent costs of implementing them. The propor-
tion of the cost of each intervention that could be attributed to promoting 
gender equality was identiÞ ed and added across interventions to obtain 
total costs attributable to promoting gender equality. 

Interventions that promoted gender equality were divided into MDG3-
speciÞ c interventions and  gender- mainstreaming interventions. In  practice, 
 gender- speciÞ c interventions were deÞ ned as interventions that fell outside 
the various MDG sectors and were implemented by a Ministry of WomenÕs 
Affairs or a  non- MDG sector ministry (for instance, labor). Examples of these 
interventions include funds: to increase telephone support lines for victims 
of domestic violence in Niger; to alleviate the burdens of  female-headed 
households in Ethiopia; to set a minimum age of marriage in Mauritania; 
and to provide credit to encourage womenÕs  off- farm work in the Republic 
of Yemen. Interventions directed at helping to achieve gender equality and 
empower women in all other MDG sectors and that were implemented by an 
MDG sector ministry were deÞ ned as  gender- mainstreaming interventions. 
Examples include increases in health budget allocations for free prenatal care 
in Tajikistan, as well as resources to educate men about safe motherhood in 
Kenya through the Health Ministry, increase land access for women in Sen-
egal through the Ministry of Agriculture, and improve female literacy rates in 
Ethiopia through the Education Ministry. Annex 1A to this chapter provides 
a list of  gender- speciÞ c and gender- mainstreaming interventions by country 
and their estimated total and per capita annual costs (Ebbeler 2007). 

This usage of gender-equality interventions is different from the gener-
ally accepted deÞ nition in which  Ògender- speciÞ cÓ refers to a  stand- alone 
intervention and Ògender-mainstreamedÓ to an action integrated into a 
larger project, independent of the nature of the executing agency. In addi-
tion, the costs of other MDG interventions that were neither gender speciÞ c 
nor gender mainstreamed but could indirectly promote gender equality, 
such as monies for new wells or rural roads, were also estimated (these are 
termed Ògender neutralÓ). 

Estimates 

Table 1.1 presents projected average annual per capita Þ nancial require-
ments to achieve gender equality by 2015 (that is, over the 2006Ð15 period) 
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for 10 countries that were involved in the UN Millennium planning exercise 
and provided the data on planned expenditures (Ebbeler 2007).

The variation in costs between individual countries may be partly a 
function of underestimating or overestimating costs because of reduced 
capacity to account for and disaggregate costs by gender. Nevertheless, 
excluding outlier values, overall planned costs for  gender- speciÞ c and 
 gender- mainstreaming interventions vary annually between $5.6 and $21 
per capita (in 2007 US dollars) and between 3 percent and 12.3 percent of 
total MDG costs. When the share of MDG interventions indirectly beneÞ t-
ing women is added, annual costs increase to between $36 and $106 per 
capita and to between 31 percent and 53.4 percent of all MDG  costs. 

Using the same method, estimates for Þ ve countries (Bangladesh, Cam-
bodia, Ghana, Tanzania, and Uganda) in chapter 5 show roughly comparable 
percentages of all MDG costs associated with increased gender equality. 
At the same time, however, the authors of that chapter attribute a larger 
share of costs to  gender-speciÞ c and  gender- mainstreaming interventions 
(presumably because the desk exercise included a larger range of possible 
interventions) and a smaller share to gender- neutral interventions. Grown 
et al. found that the share of MDG interventions directly beneÞ ting women 
varied between 23 percent and 30 percent of all MDG costs, and when 
interventions indirectly beneÞ ting women were added, the share of all gen-
der costs was between 35 percent and 52 percent of all MDG costs (and 
between $37 and $57 per capita per year). 

The authors of chapter 5 also estimated the additional Þ nancing  low-
 income countries would need to implement  gender- speciÞ c and  gender-
 mainstreaming interventions for 2006Ð15, based on the Millennium 
Project method for estimating MDG Þ nancing needs. For 2006, this value 
varied between $8.6 billion (assuming that governments commit domestic 
resources to gender-equality interventions in the same proportion as their 
contribution to overall MDG interventions) and $29.7 billion (if no domes-
tic resources are used to Þ nance these interventions). For 2015, these values 
rise to $23.8 billion and $83.2 billion. 

These costing exercises make the obvious but often overlooked point 
that achieving MDG3 costs money. The exercises also result in a useful 
listing of planned  gender-speciÞ c and gender- mainstreaming interven-
tions with comparative unit costs and show that the portion of total MDG 
costs devoted to gender equality is comparatively small. Costs increase to 
between 31 percent and 53 percent of all MDG costs when interventions 
indirectly beneÞ ting women are added. These interventions constitute 
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the largest component of the MDG gender costs and highlight the critical 
importance of  cross- sector investments to achieve gender-equality  goals.

In addition to the national cost estimates based on planned expendi-
tures, Ebbeler (2007) collects information for three countries (the Domini-
can Republic, Kenya, and the Republic of Yemen) on actual expenditures for 
gender interventions (see table 1.2). Despite progress in incorporating gender 
needs into the budget process in these countries, only a small proportion of 
planned expenditures for  gender- speciÞ c action had translated into actual 
identiÞ ed disbursements (on average, less than 15 percent). This low propor-
tion is partly the result of the inability of national systems to disaggregate 
budget resources by gender. It is also the result of countriesÕ slow progress in 
implementing the gender-equality agenda. Countries are making progress, 
but in small, incremental steps; the challenge of MDG3 is one of intensifying 
and scaling up gender-equality actions.

Ebbeler (2007) also collects information on ofÞ cial development assis-
tance (ODA) received from international donors to promote gender equal-
ity (both  gender- speciÞ c and gender- mainstreaming interventions). For the 
three countries (Dominican Republic, Kenya, and the Republic of Yemen) 
analyzed in detail (see table 1.3), the 2001Ð05 period saw an increase in 
the absolute amount of funding but no linear year- by- year trend in percent-
age devoted to gender  equalityÑ although the percentage of gross disburse-
ments spent on gender- speciÞ c and  gender-mainstreaming interventions 
was higher in 2005 than in 2001 for all three  countries. 

TABLE 1.2
Planned per Capita MDG Expenditures for Gender Interventions Versus 
Actual Reported National Budget Allocations Disaggregated by Gender, 
FY2006
($)

Gender speciÞ c 
(WomenÕs Ministry)

Gender mainstreaming 
(All other sectors)

Country Planned Actual Planned Actual

Dominican Republic 2.09 0.73 7.52 —

Kenya 4.64 0.14 4.06 —

Yemen, Rep. of 0.06 — 5.82 0.13

Source: Ebbeler 2007.

Note: — = Not available. Planned expenditures are based on estimates from individual 2005 MDG needs 
assessments and actual expenditures are based on actual reported national budget allocations. 
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Development  Resources

Where should the Þ nancing for scaling up gender-equality work come 
from? Given that investing in gender equality is Òsmart economicsÓÑthese 
investments yield tangible development returns, especially for poverty 
 reductionÑ countries, in theory, should Þ nance this work through domes-
tic resource mobilization. While in the long term this is the most desirable 
option, in the short term, grants or loans are needed to jump start, comple-
ment, and scale up this work. Grants and loans are justiÞ ed, too, because 
many of these investments yield beneÞ ts only in the long term, given that 
there are large public externalities, and that knowledge about the solutions 
to gender inequality is an international public good. 

Development f inancing has grown substantially in recent years, 
although it still falls signiÞ cantly short of the commitments made at 
the 2000 Monterrey Conference (World Bank 2007a). In addition, non-
traditional sources of development Þ nancing have multiplied. Unfortu-
nately, tracking resources assigned to gender equality is difÞ cult, partly 
because of the problem inherent in disaggregating resources that are 
mainstreamed and partly because many funding sources do not track 
gender-equality  allocations. 

An exception is the effort of the OECD-DAC gender marker to mea-
sure ofÞ cial development resources devoted to gender equality. The gender 
marker uses a somewhat (but not wholly) comparable deÞ nition to that 
of Grown et al. (chapter 5) to derive estimates of the amount of ODA that 
is allocated to promote gender equality. OECD-DAC applies the  gender 

TABLE 1.3
Donor Disbursements for Gender-Speci� c and Gender-Mainstreaming 
Interventions: Percentage of Total Gross Disbursements and per Capita 
Amounts 

(2007 $)

 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005

%
$ per 
capita %

$ per 
capita %

$ per 
capita %

$ per 
capita %

$ per 
capita

Dominican 
 Republic 7.1 5.4 3.6 4.9 11.4 16.2 9.9 14.4 7.2 9.7

Kenya 11.7 33.0 11.8 37.9 9.1 42.1 10.4 65.5 19.4 133.0

Yemen, 
 Rep. of 6.0 5.7 7.5 14.5 9.9 13.9 18.1 32.5 13.0 35.0

Source: Ebbeler 2007.
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marker to all funding where gender equality is the principal or a signiÞ cant 
objective of aid. Examples of aid classiÞ ed as ÒprincipalÓ include funding 
for legal literacy for women and for male networks against gender violence. 
An example of aid coded as ÒsigniÞ cantÓ includes funding potable water 
connections while ensuring womenÕs access to this water. This gender 
marker categorization, therefore, is somewhat more restrictive than that 
of the  Millennium Project because it does not fully count the category (in 
chapter 5) of aid that only indirectly beneÞ ts  women. 

Given the desirable domestic commitment of resources for  gender-
 speciÞ c and gender-mainstreaming interventions, the remaining Þ nancing 
gap to implement MDG3 in low-income  countriesÑ estimated starting at 
$8.6 billion in the Þ rst year and averaging $13 billion yearly, using UN Mil-
lennium Project calculationsÑ is large but could be met if donors, private 
foundations, and other nontraditional sources of funding increased their 
spending on  MDG3. 

The OECD-DAC gender marker has shown that during the 2001Ð05 
period, 16 of 23 donors reported on the gender marker, and this reporting 
yielded annual amounts of $5 billion. This amount represents 25 percent 
of total ODA allocated by sector. In the 2005Ð06 period, this figure 
increased to $8.5 billion, revealing donorsÕ renewed commitment to gen-
der equality.6 The table in box 1.2 reports, by donor country, the share of 
ODA that is designed to promote gender equality (OECD 2007, 2008).

The $100 million gap between this latest Þ gure and the lowest estimate 
of $8.6 billion may have been partly met already because not all donors 
reported to the gender marker. A moderate increase in ODA funding, tap-
ping private foundations and other nontraditional funding sources, and 
most important, domestic resource mobilizationÑcrucial for ensuring 
aid effectivenessÑshould go a long way toward overcoming Þ nancial con-
straints to promoting gender  equality. 

However, the funding gap is not necessarily the main or only constraint 
to scaling up MDG3 implementation. This overview has mentioned that 
changes in laws, institutions, and policies all matter for scaling up gen-
der-equality objectives. While most of these changes come with a price 
tag, funding for them sometimes is available in domestic budgets, as Das 
(chapter 6) shows for Bangladesh and India for education and  healthÑ but 
this funding is not fully used for beneÞ ting women or the poor because of 
institutional bottlenecks. Ultimately, speciÞ c country circumstances will 
deÞ ne the main constraints to attaining MDG3 and the reforms needed to 
accelerate  progress.
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Total Sector-Allocable ODA,  2006

Country

Total sector allocable 
ODA

(million $)

Gender equalityÐfocused 
ODA

(percent)

European Commission 9,185 40

Japan 8,106 6

Netherlands 5,011 29

United Kingdom 4,832 45

Germany 4,777 59

Sweden 1,920 86

Norway 1,702 26

Canada 1,323 57

Australia 1,317 45

Belgium 844 48

Denmark 742 39

Finland 394 44

New Zealand 204 66

Austria 197 34

Portugal 160 1

Greece 139 36

Source: OECD  2008.

Box 1.2
Sources of ODA to Promote Gender Equality

Investment in gender equality and women’s empowerment is vital for the 
achievement of MDG3. Ideally, domestic resource mobilization should be the 
main source of � nancing; however, external aid can play an important role in 
supporting this  development. 

To date, the best available measurement of the proportions of ODA focused 
on gender equality and women’s empowerment are made available by OECD, 
to which countries report on the gender marker. In the context of  cross- country 
comparisons of ODA, the proportion of aid being screened (coverage ratios) 
varies between countries and those countries that do not report to the gender 
marker, or for which the marker coverage is too low, are not  included. 

The table below illustrates that commitment to gender equality varies 
 signi� cantly among donors. Some of the largest donors, such as Japan and 
the Netherlands, have relatively low shares of aid focused on gender equality. 
The countries with the highest percentage of gender equality–focused aid are 
 Sweden (86 percent), New Zealand (66 percent), and Germany (59 percent). 
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Notes

 1. Gender-speciÞ c interventions refer to actions with the explicit objective to 
target gender equality (e.g., a law reform that gives women and men equal 
rights to own property). Gender-mainstreaming interventions are those that 
speciÞ cally target women but do not necessarily have as the main objective 
increasing gender equality (e.g., a micro credit program for small farmers 
that speciÞ cally targets women). A gender-neutral intervention is an action 
that promotes gender equality but was not speciÞ cally targeted to do so. An 
example is the construction of a dwelling that in a community allows the 
 community women to work instead of spending time fetching water.

 2. The following discussion draws on World Bank (2007a) and Morrison, Raju, 
and Sinha (2007).

 3. This is the same strategy that was used in the 2007 Global Monitoring Report 
(World Bank 2007a).

 4. Out of 131 countries with data available, 67 have met the ofÞ cial MDG3 target 
of parity in primary education and 77 out of 124 countries with data available 
have met the target in secondary education. The primary reason for differences 
between performance in meeting MDG3 goals for primary and secondary edu-
cation separately and primary and secondary education combined is the wide 
discrepancy found in primary education gender ratio and secondary education 
gender ratio for some countries.

 5. This section is based on a number of background papers that were commissioned 
in preparation for the 2007 Global Monitoring Report (World Bank 2007a).

 6. It might also be caused by exchange rate effects, that is, the appreciation of 
currencies from countries that have relatively high allocations to gender.
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The State of World Progress, 
1990–2007

Andrew R. Morrison, Shwetlena Sabarwal, 

and Mirja Sjöblom

The Millennium Development Goal on gender equality and women’s 
economic empowerment (MDG3) promotes inclusion of gender 

equality in the broader development agenda; it also has been a catalyst 
for improving the measurement of gender equality across countries. This 
chapter summarizes the state of progress toward gender equality in the 
world using the of�  cial MDG3 indicators and a select set of supplementary 
indicators. Emphasis is placed on the value added by the supplementary 
indicators and on country performance relative to regional benchmarks. 

The chapter is structured as follows: The � rst section discusses how 
to measure gender equality and provides arguments for using individual 
indicators and indexes of gender equality. The second section provides a 
snapshot of country and regional progress toward gender equality in capa-
bilities (education and health) and access to resources and opportunities 
(employment and political participation). This section measures perfor-
mance using the of� cial MDG3 indicators as well as a limited number of 
supplementary indicators (an “MDG3 plus” approach). The third section 
examines the additionality—or value added—of the proposed supplemen-
tary indicators. The fourth section focuses on country performance with 
respect to gender equality relative to regional benchmarks. The � fth section 
provides conclusions.

Measuring Gender Equality: Indexes Versus Indicators

There are many existing measures of gender equality, but no consensus 
about any single best measure. Perhaps the most important distinction 
between measures of gender equality is between index approaches and 
individual indicators. While this distinction is analyzed in more detail in 
chapter 3, a brief discussion is offered here.
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The two best-known indexes of gender equality are the Gender 
Empowerment Measure (GEM) and the Gender-related Development Index 
(GDI), both introduced by the United Nations Development Programme 
(UNDP) in 1995. The GEM is principally a measure of female empowerment 
in earned incomes, the economy, and political decision making, while the 
GDI is an adjusted Human Development Index, with scores adjusted down 
for gender gaps in income, life expectancy, and educational attainment 
(Grown 2006). Both measures have been subject to well-known withering 
criticisms that will not be summarized here; for details, see Grown (2006) 
and a special issue of the Journal of Human Development devoted to the mea-
surement of gender equality (Journal of Human Development 2006).

Three different responses have emerged as a result of the criticisms of 
the GEM and the GDI. First, recommendations have been made for � xing 
these indexes (Klasen 2006). Second, new composite indexes have been 
developed, such as the Standardized Index of Gender Equality (SIGE), the 
Gender Equality Index, the Relative Status of Women Index, and the World 
Economic Forum’s Gender Gap Index (for details on these and other new 
composite measures, see Grown [2006]). 

The third response to the shortcomings of existing indexes of gender 
equality has been to argue for the use of a set of indicators instead of an 
index. While an index can be useful for creating a summary statistic that can 
capture media and policy attention, it is less useful for policy formulation 
(Grown 2006).

The progress toward the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) is 
measured through indicators. MDG3 has four of� cial indicators: ratio of 
girls’ to boys’ enrollment in primary, secondary, and tertiary education; 
ratio of literate females to literate males among 15- to 24-year-olds; share 
of women in nonagricultural wage employment; and the  proportion of par-
liamentary seats held by women. 

These indicators, while useful, have been subject to strong criticism. 
The Millennium Project Task Force on Gender Equity, for example, has 
noted the following: 

• Enrollment ratios capture neither the proportion of boys and girls 
enrolled as a share of school-age population nor learning outcomes.

• Literacy does not have a universally accepted de� nition and is conse-
quently measured differently across countries.

• The share of women in nonagricultural wage employment does not 
capture barriers to remunerative employment or the quality of jobs; it 
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also excludes the agricultural sector, which frequently employs a large 
share of the female labor force.

• Representation in parliament does not measure women’s decision-
making power in the parliament; nor does it capture women’s 
political participation at local or regional levels (Grown, Gupta, 
and Pande 2005).

The Millennium Project Task Force recommended the use of 12 indi-
cators to replace the of� cial MDG3 indicators, including measures of 
(i) education, (ii) sexual and reproductive health and rights, (iii) infra-
structure, (iv) property rights, (v) employment, (vi) participation in 
national parliaments and local government bodies, and (vii) violence 
against women (Grown, Gupta, and Pande 2005). Unfortunately, many 
of the recommended indicators do not have widely available data (for 
example, hours per day women and men spend fetching water and col-
lecting fuel or prevalence of domestic violence). 

The World Bank’s 2007 Global Monitoring Report (GMR) suggested a 
more modest list of indicators that would complement the of�  cial MDG3 
indicators. The new indicators proposed by the GMR meet three criteria: 
(i) data are available on them for a relatively large number of developing 
countries (or are likely to be available in the near future), (ii) evidence 
links these indicators to progress in reducing poverty or spurring growth, 
and (iii) the indicators can be affected by policy interventions in the short 
to medium term. Finally, indicators that passed these three screens but 
were highly correlated with the of� cial MDG3 indicators were not included 
because they would not add enough new information compared with the 
of�  cial indicators—they would not provide “additionality.” 

We call this approach an “MDG3 plus” approach—using the of� cial 
indicators for MDG3, but supplementing them with additional indicators 
where feasible and appropriate. The GMR made a � rst attempt at using this 
approach; this chapter updates and expands the information provided in 
the GMR. Speci� cally, for all the of�  cial and supplementary indicators, 
information is updated by including additional years. For such indicators as 
ratio of females to males in primary, secondary, and tertiary education and 
under-� ve mortality rates, data have been updated for all countries. Also, 
increased data availability has allowed information on many countries to 
be added. In the GMR, data on all of� cial MDG indicators were available 
for 54 countries; this chapter presents this information for 67 countries. 
For certain indicators (of� cial and new), such as ratio of literate females to 
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males among 15- to 24-year-olds, share of females in the nonagricultural 
wage sector, adolescent motherhood, and modern contraceptive use, infor-
mation on approximately 15 to 24 more countries has been included. 

In addition, this chapter substantially expands GMR data on gender 
disparities in access to resources and opportunities. A major contribution 
of this chapter is to provide an estimate of gender-based wage disparities by 
reporting the ratio of female to male hourly earnings in primary, second-
ary, and tertiary sectors. The labor force participation data presented in the 
GMR have been revised and expanded. The labor force participation rates 
for countries in Europe and Central Asia have been revised, new countries 
from all regions have been included, and where possible, existing data have 
been updated. 

This chapter also provides a detailed analysis of relative country perfor-
mance. For all indicators (of� cial and new), individual country performance 
is compared with regional performance; this enables the identi� cation of 
high and low performers in different parts of the world. 

Progress on Gender Equality in Education, Health, 
Employment, and Political Participation

Table 2.1 presents the of� cial and new indicators, grouped by different dimen-
sions of gender equality (capabilities, access to resources and opportunities) 
and level of aggregation (household, economy and markets, society).1 

In the realm of capabilities, four new indicators have been added. The 
inclusion of primary completion rates for girls and boys is motivated by 
the fact that the of� cial indicator for education does not indicate whether 
enrolled students go on to complete primary school. The remaining new 
capabilities indicators are related to health and re� ect the fact that health 
is one of the elements of gender equality currently not adequately covered 
by the of� cial MDG3 indicators.2 For measuring access to resources, two 
new indicators related to employment are proposed to strengthen the of� cial 
MDG indicator in this area (i.e., share of women in wage employment in the 
nonagricultural sector). The � rst, women’s labor market participation rate, 
is an indication of women’s potential economic empowerment (World Bank 
2007).3 The second, the ratio of female to male hourly earnings, captures 
differences in how female and male labor is rewarded in the labor market; 
it includes differences generated by observable differentials in human capi-
tal, unobservable factors (talent, motivation, and so forth), and, in the case 
of wage employment, gender-based discrimination.4 
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TABLE 2.1
OfÞ cial MDG3 Indicators and Recommended Additional Indicators

Domain Household
Economy 

and markets Society

Capabilities: 
Education

Ratio of girls’ to boys’ 
enrollment in primary, 
secondary, and tertiary 
education

Ratio of literate females 
to males among 
15- to 24-year-olds

Primary completion rate 
of girls and boysa

Capabilities: 

Health

Under-Þ ve mortality for 
girls and boysb 

Percentage of 
reproductive-age 
women and their 
sexual partners using 
modern contraceptionc

Percentage of 15- to 
19-year-olds who are 
mothers or pregnant 
with their Þ rst child

Access to 
resources: 
Employment

Share of women in 
wage employment in 
the nonagricultural 
sector

Labor force 
participation rates 
among women and 
men ages 20Ð24 and 
25Ð59

Ratio of female 
to male hourly 
earnings in primary, 
secondary, and 
tertiary sectorsd

Access to seats 
resources: 
Political 
participation

Proportion of seats 
held by women 
in national 
parliaments

Source: Authors.
Note: Text in italics signi� es recommended additional indicators by the Millennium Project Task Force.
a. This indicator is a gender-disaggregated version of the MDG2 indicator.
b. This is a gender-disaggregated version of the MDG4 indicator.
c. This is a modi� ed version of MDG6.
d.  This indicator was not recommended in the 2007 Global Monitoring Report. Since that report was 

published, additional data have become available making this indicator feasible.
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From a policy perspective, any indicator that provides reliable and 
actionable information on relative outcomes for men and women is inher-
ently useful. From an empirical standpoint, however, the additionality of 
new indicators has to be assessed by the value added in overall informa-
tion. The key question is how much the relative performance of countries 
changes when the of� cial MDG indicators are augmented with the new 
indicators. The value added by new indicators can then be assessed by mea-
suring to what extent they alter the conception of the relative performance 
of countries on gender equality.

The effect of the addition of the new indicators is measured by compar-
ing country performance on one of� cial MDG indicator with country perfor-
mance for a close and complementary new indicator, where possible. Later, the 
issue of additional indicators will be examined by comparing scores on a set of 
of� cial indicators with scores on several new indicators. The chapter now turns 
to country and regional performance for each indicator, grouped by domain. 

Capabilities: Education

Since the 1980s, both macro- and microeconomists have, stressed the impor-
tance of education for economic growth and development (Lucas 1988; Barro 
1991; Mankiw, Romer, and Weil 1992; Psacharopoulous 1985; Du� o 2001). 
Some of the bene� ts of education include increased earnings potential, better 
health, higher probability of adopting new technologies, and reductions in 
fertility. Countries may particularly bene� t from investing in girls’ education 
because diminishing returns to education imply that the marginal return of 
investing in women’s education is higher than of investing in men’s educa-
tion, given that ability is evenly distributed between men and women and 
that women are less educated in most countries of the world. In addition, 
there is a closer relationship between mothers’ education—as opposed to 
fathers’ education—and health and schooling of children (Schultz 2002). 

Figure 2.1 shows population-weighted girls’ enrollment rates and 
girls-to-boys enrollment ratios for 1990 and 2006 by world region. Great 
progress has been made in most regions, especially in primary and sec-
ondary enrollment. Girls’ enrollment in primary education has increased 
substantially worldwide. Gains in primary education are particularly large 
in the regions that started at a relatively low level (Sub-Saharan Africa, 
the Middle East and North Africa, and South Asia), while there has been 
little growth in enrollment rates (or even negative growth in East Asia and 
Paci� c) in the regions that started at levels above or close to 100 percent.5 
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FIGURE 2.1
Population-Weighted GirlsÕ Enrollment Rates and GirlsÕ-to-BoysÕ Enrollment 
Ratios by Region, 1990 and 2006

a. Progress in girls’ enrollment rates between 1990 and 2006
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Note: The regional averages are calculated by using the earliest value between 1990 and 1995 and 
the latest value between 2000 and 2006 for each country. The averages are weighted by country 
population in 2006.
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All regions except Sub-Saharan Africa show gender parity in primary 
enrollment rates at the end of the period. 

East Asia and Paci� c, Latin America and the Caribbean, and the Mid-
dle East and North Africa have made impressive strides in increasing the 
 percentage of girls enrolled in secondary education. South Asia and Sub-
Saharan Africa have also made some progress, but in these regions, gender 
gaps in education are still large and only modest progress toward parity has 
been made. Parity in secondary education has been achieved in East Asia 
and Paci� c and in Europe and Central Asia. In Latin America and the Carib-
bean, there are more girls than boys enrolled—indicating that the gender 
issue for this region is how to enroll boys and keep them in school. 

The overall levels of girls’ participation in tertiary education are low 
across all regions except Europe and Central Asia; nonetheless, girls’ enroll-
ment exceeds boys’ in Latin America and the Caribbean, the Middle East and 
North Africa, and in Europe and Central Asia. The progress in girls’ enrollment 
rates for tertiary education in Sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia has been 
slower than for other regions; as a result, only very modest movement toward 
gender parity is observed for South Asia and no progress is seen for Africa. 

The second of� cial indicator for MDG3 is the population-weighted ratio 
of literate females to males among 15- to 24-year-olds, which is plotted by 
region in �  gure 2.2 for 1990 and 2006. The literacy ratios follow a similar 
pattern to the ratios of girls to boys in school enrollment, with one excep-
tion. Regarding the two lagging regions, observe that for literacy ratios, South 
Asia underperforms Sub-Saharan Africa, while Sub-Saharan Africa under-
performs South Asia for enrollment ratios. East Asia and Paci� c, Europe and 
Central Asia, and Latin America and the Caribbean have achieved or are 
close to achieving parity in literacy rates, while the Middle East and North 
Africa still has more literate men than women. 

Additional MDG3 Indicators: Education
There has been a tendency to interpret gender gaps in education only in the 
narrow terms of enrollment. In reality, differences in education enrollment 
are only crude proxies for a multidimensional gender gap in education. 
Outcome variables, such as completion rates or measures of skills6 (literacy, 
for instance), are arguably more important for economic development. 

The population-weighted regional rates of primary school comple-
tion for girls are given in � gure 2.3 for 1990 and 2006. Primary comple-
tion rates are measured as the number of students in the last primary grade 
minus repeaters in this grade as a proportion of the number of children at 
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expected graduation age. The � gure reveals that primary completion rates 
for girls  mirror trends in primary enrollment ratios: rapid increases in com-
pletion rates take place in the same regions (South Asia—at least in India 
and Nepal7—Middle East and North Africa, and Sub-Saharan Africa) that 
showed rapid progress in primary school enrollment ratios. 

Additionality: Completion Rates Versus Enrollment Rates
One way to capture the extent to which this new indicator adds value is 
by comparing female-to-male ratios in primary enrollment with female-
to-male ratios in primary completion. To compare relative country per-
formance in these indicators, the analysis reviews the entire sample of 
82 countries for which gender-disaggregated rates for both primary enroll-
ment and primary completion are available. These 82 countries are ranked 
for each of the two indicators, from low to high (rank 1 re�  ecting the 

FIGURE 2.2
Population-Weighted Ratio of Literate Females to Males among 15- to 
24-Year-Olds by Region, 1990 and 2006

0

0.2

ra
tio

0.4

0.6

0.8

1.0

1.2

Sub
-S

ah
ar

an
 A

fri
ca

Eas
t A

sia
 a

nd
 P

ac
ific

Eur
op

e 
an

d 
Cen

tra
l A

sia

La
tin

 A
m

er
ica

 a
nd

 th
e 

Car
ibb

ea
n

M
idd

le 
Eas

t a
nd

 N
or

th
 A

fri
ca

Sou
th

 A
sia

1990 2006

Source: World Development Indicators 2007.

Note: The regional averages are calculated by using the earliest value between 1990 and 2000 and 
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worst value and rank 82 re� ecting the best). Figure 2.4 plots country rank 
in primary enrollment ratio against country rank in primary completion 
ratio. Countries above the 45 degree line have higher rank for primary com-
pletion ratio than primary enrollment ratio, while the opposite is true for 
countries below the line.

Countries such as Malawi, Mauritania, Oman, and Rwanda rank very 
high (70 and above) for female-to-male ratio in primary enrollment but 
fairly low (50 and below) for female-to-male ratio in primary completion. 
However, Cape Verde, Nicaragua, Swaziland, and Trinidad and Tobago rank 
high (70 and above) in primary completion ratio but low (50 and below) on 
primary enrollment ratio. These “outliers” drive home the point that perfor-
mance on enrollment and completion do not necessarily go hand in hand. 

Figure 2.5 plots the primary enrollment ratios and completion ratios 
in 2006, or the most recent year, for countries in which the completion 
ratio is substantially lower than the enrollment ratio (the difference in 

FIGURE 2.3
Populated-Weighted Rates of Primary School Completion for Girls by Region, 
1990 and 2006
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FIGURE 2.4
Country Rank in Primary Enrollment Ratio against Country Rank in Primary 
Completion Ratio
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the two ratios is at least 0.7). Without exception, these countries are in 
South Asia or the Middle East and North Africa. Low retention of females 
in primary school could be a re� ection of parental biases favoring the 
education of boys over girls, which translates into higher dropout rates 
for girls if families prefer to pull girls from school �  rst in times of � nan-
cial or other resource constraints, or for  domestic chores if a family mem-
ber falls ill or a new baby is born. Alternatively, lower retention of girls 
may result from push factors in educational institutions. Haddad et al. 
(1990) note that available evidence indicates that  family economic con-
ditions are more important in explaining the gender gap in human capi-
tal accumulation than school-related variables.

Education of marginalized groups. One of the main obstacles to univer-
sal education is inequality in access and attainment linked to ethnicity, 
gender, poverty, and geography. New research on this topic accentuates 
the interaction effect between gender and culture as a key determinant of 
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FIGURE 2.6
School-to-Work Transition, 1995Ð2004 
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 educational disadvantage. Lewis and Lockheed (2006, 2007) note that girls 
in marginalized groups are at higher risk of being excluded from education 
because they suffer as members of the excluded group, but also as girls. The 
Lewis and Lockheed (2007) case studies show that girls from impoverished 
households or from tribal, ethnic, or linguistic “minority” communities 
have a clear educational disadvantage—as do girls from the lowest social 
class and girls living in remote rural areas. 

Transition from school to work. The transition between school and work is a 
critical period for sustaining the achievements made toward gender equality 
in education to later stages in life (Buvinić, Guzmán, and Lloyd 2007). As 
boys become teenagers they tend to increase their labor supply in the labor 
market outside the home, while girls typically split their time between house-
hold chores and economic activities in the labor market. Figure 2.6 plots sex-
disaggregated school attendance in relation to labor force  participation by 
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FIGURE 2.6
School-to-Work Transition, 1995Ð2004 (continued)
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region.8 This indicator captures the extent to which boys and girls are able 
to make the transition from education to work. 9 The � gure indicates that 
in all regions except South Asia, there is parity or close to parity in school 
attendance at age 12; by age 24, however, women lag far behind men in 
labor force participation in all regions except Sub-Saharan Africa. In Europe 
and Central Asia, East Asia and Paci� c, and Latin America and the Carib-
bean, with almost universal access to primary education, the gender gaps 
in labor force participation at age 24 are surprisingly high—between 25 and 
32 percent. The gender gap in labor force participation is even higher in South 
Asia, where only 28 percent of women are active in the labor market at age 
24 in comparison with 90 percent of men. These � gures plainly illustrate the 
dif�  culty for girls in making the transition from school to the labor market. 
Clearly, the obstacles to labor force participation transcend human capital 
constraints. In many developing countries and traditional societies, early 
marriage, motherhood, and cultural norms about women’s roles in society 
impede women’s participation in the labor market. 

Capabilities: Health

None of the of�  cial MDG3 indicators measure progress in women’s and 
girls’ health status or their access to sexual and reproductive health ser-
vices, even though these variables are key to women’s ability to build their 
human capital, take advantage of economic and political opportunities, 
and control their lives. This section discusses trends in three additional 
indicators measuring progress in gender equality and empowerment of 
women in health status. 

Sex-disaggregated under-� ve mortality rates provide a measure of gen-
der equality in nutrition and health care during early childhood. (Countries 
with a high degree of gender equality are characterized by higher under-
� ve mortality rates for boys than for girls; this differential is a function of 
health and nutritional inputs’ differences between the sexes.) 

Two key messages emerge from the data in � gure 2.7, which plots under-
� ve mortality rates by sex.10 First, urgent action is clearly warranted for 
both boys and girls in Sub-Saharan Africa and South Central Asia. Second, 
there are only two regions in which girls’ under-� ve mortality rates exceed 
boys’—East Asia and South and Central Asia. This pattern can potentially 
be explained by female infanticide and discrimination against girls in nutri-
tion and health care (World Bank 2007). 

The decline in under-� ve mortality has been modest since about 1980. 
After a period of sharp decline in child mortality rates throughout the world 
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during the early 1980s, the rate of decline began to taper off in the late 
1980s and 1990s (Ahmad, Lopez, and Inoue 2000). In the years since 2000, 
the only regions that have been able to decrease female and male under-� ve 
mortality rates by about 20 percent are North Africa and Latin America 
and the Caribbean. The remaining regions, and in particular Sub-Saharan 
Africa, have made only marginal progress since 2000. 

The second health indicator considered is adolescent fertility. This indi-
cator is of special interest for three reasons. First, births to teenagers have 
a higher probability of being unplanned and untimely, and carry a higher 
risk for both mother and child of delivery complications and mortality 
(Grown 2006). Second, early motherhood is a threat to women’s empower-
ment because it frequently precipitates early departure from school, lower 
human capital accumulation, lower earnings, and higher probability of 
living in poverty (World Bank 2007). Finally, adolescent motherhood is 
associated with poorer development outcomes for children—including low 
educational attainment and future adult poverty—thus perpetuating the 
vicious circle of poverty. 

Figure 2.8 shows data by region for the percentage of young women 
(15–19 years old) who were pregnant or had children at the time of the 
survey. Overall, � gure 2.8 indicates that adolescent motherhood and preg-
nancy is most common in Sub-Saharan Africa. Certain countries in other 
regions—such as Bangladesh, Nepal, and Nicaragua—also have high rates 
of adolescent motherhood and pregnancy. 

FIGURE 2.7
Under-Five Mortality Rate for Boys and Girls, 2000Ð05
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Of the 36 countries with available data, 73 percent had decreasing 
adolescent motherhood rates during the period. Ghana and Burkina 
Faso, for instance, managed to reduce adolescent pregnancy and moth-
erhood from 21.5 percent and 31.1 percent, respectively, to 13.8 per-
cent and 23.2 percent during the period 1993 to 2003. Ten countries, 
however, showed the reverse trend of increasing rates—Colombia, the 
Dominican Republic, Ethiopia, Kenya, Madagascar, Mozambique, Niger, 
Peru, the Philippines, and Zimbabwe. In Colombia and the Domini-
can Republic, adolescent motherhood rates increased from 17.6 percent 
(1991) and 12.8 percent (1990), respectively, to 23.3 percent (2003) and 
20.5 percent (2002). 

FIGURE 2.8
Percentage of 15- to 19-Year-Old Girls Who Are Mothers or Pregnant, 
1990Ð2000 and 2001Ð06
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The third health indicator is contraceptive use, that is, the percentage 
of women ages 15–49 in marital or consensual unions who report that 
they are using (or whose sexual partners are using) contraception (plotted 
in �  gure 2.9). 

The left-most segment indicates use of modern contraception, while the 
right-most segment captures use of nonmodern birth control methods (e.g., 
safe period early withdrawal). Modern contraceptive use is an important 
additional indicator because it captures a woman’s ability to space pregnan-
cies and obtain the desired family size (Grown 2006). Research also shows 
that contraceptive prevalence is the most important proximate determinant 
of total fertility, which, in turn, affects female labor market participation 

FIGURE 2.9
Percentage of Contraceptive Use by Region and Type of Contraceptive
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and women’s empowerment. Fertility may also be closely related to ability to 
move out of poverty; Eastwood and Lipton (1998), for instance, � nd a causal 
link between lower fertility rates and overall poverty rates at the macro level. 
In addition, the use of one form of modern contraception (e.g., condoms) 
also prevents HIV/AIDS transmission. 

As shown in � gure 2.9, the prevalence of use of modern contracep-
tion varies enormously from region to region and even from country to 
country within a region. The highest rates of modern contraceptive use are 
registered in Latin America and the Caribbean, where 49, 48, and 44 per-
cent of couples used modern contraception in Colombia, the Dominican 
Republic, and Nicaragua, respectively. At the same time, prevalence rates 
of use in some countries in the region were only 24 percent and 18 percent 
in Bolivia and Haiti, respectively—substantially lower than the 39 percent 
registered in Zimbabwe, the country with the highest percentage rate in 
the African region. The lowest rates of use of modern contraception are in 
some of the poorest countries in the sample, including Chad (1.5 percent), 
Niger (4.5 percent), Eritrea (5.2 percent), Rwanda (5.6 percent), and Mali 
(5.8 percent). 

Also interesting is the large variance in the relative importance of tra-
ditional methods of contraception. In some countries (Eritrea, Ethiopia, 
Nicaragua, and Zimbabwe), nonmodern contraception is a minuscule 
percentage of total contraceptive use. In other countries (Benin, Bolivia, 
Cameroon, and Moldova), traditional methods represent a signi� cant share 
of total contraceptive use.

Fragile states face enormous challenges in achieving their develop-
ment targets; their health indicators—as well as labor force indicators—are 
therefore reported on separately in box. 2.1. 

Access to Resources: Employment

In the literature relating to female empowerment and agency, themes of 
female labor force participation have received a great deal of attention. From 
a macroeconomic perspective, increased participation of women in the 
labor force can be an important pathway to poverty reduction. Among the 
poor, female economic activity is instrumental in increasing consumption 
and savings. It can also lead to future poverty reduction through increases 
in human capital of children.

Economic activity for women is also a means of enhancing their 
 autonomy and participation in household decision making (Horton 1996). 
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Box 2.1
Fragile States and MDG3

Fragile states face particularly dif� cult development challenges, including 
weak institutions, poor governance, political instability, and ongoing violence. 
Women and men are likely to be affected differently by state fragility, and gen-
der roles may be important factors affecting the likelihood that state-building 
takes place. For all these reasons it is crucial to monitor with particular care 
these countries’ progress in achieving MDG3. 

The � gure below shows the progress on three of the proposed indica-
tors—female labor force participation, adolescent motherhood, and contra-
ceptive use—for fragile and nonfragile International Development Association 
(IDA) states.a The � gure indicates that female labor force participation in 
fragile states is substantially higher than in nonfragile states, although it has 
decreased slightly during the period. This shows the ambiguity in the interpre-
tation of this indicator because it probably re� ects that females take on greater 
work burdens when basic services are limited and when men are drafted 
into war, rather than being a sign of more favorable conditions for women’s 
entry into the labor force. It is possible, however, that the high labor force 
participation rates observed for women may be sustained beyond the con� ict. 
Because con� ict inherently causes social change, it may create a window of 
opportunity for the adoption of new values that permit women to participate 
more fully in labor markets. 

For the two health-related indicators (adolescent motherhood and 
 contraceptive use), it is clear that fragile states are lagging behind other IDA 
countries. Compared with nonfragile IDA states, fragile states have adoles-
cent motherhood rates about 8 percentage points higher in the � rst period 
and about 7 percentage points higher in the second. Even if there appears 
to be a downward-sloping trend in adolescent motherhood for both fragile 
and nonfragile states, still one out of four young women in fragile states are 
mothers or pregnant. The poor performance of fragile states in adolescent 
motherhood is likely to be related to the fact that women are often vulnerable 
to rape and other forms of gender-based violence in the context of con� ict. 
Extreme poverty may also force women to marry early and have children at a 
young age. In addition, social services, such as primary education and health, 
are weaker in fragile states. This implies low access to contraceptive use and 
knowledge about how to plan pregnancies. Turning to contraceptive use, the 
� gure indicates that only 16 percent of women (or their partners) in fragile 
states use any form of contraceptive, while the equivalent � gure is 22 percent 
in nonfragile states. The low access to contraceptives is most likely related to 
inadequate provision of health services.
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a. Fragile states are de� ned as those countries scoring 3.2 or below on the Country 
Policy and Institutional Assessment (CPIA). This is similar to the bottom two quintiles of 
the CPIA, which the OECD–Development Assistance Committee has used for research 
purposes on fragile states, but has the advantage of being an absolute rather than a 
relative threshold, allowing the total number of countries covered to vary from year to 
year depending on changes in performance. This classi� cation—previously referred to 
as “Low Income Countries Under Stress” (LICUS)—has been in use in the World Bank 
since 2003; CPIA scores over the years 1998 to 2005 are used to determine what states 
were fragile over this period. For years before 1998, cutoff values were determined by 
comparing the distribution of the CPIA in each year with that for 1998–2001. Because it 
is determined for each year, fragility is a status, not a permanent classi� cation. Countries 
may thus be intermittently fragile (World Bank 2007).

Furthermore, it is widely recognized that increasing female participation in 
the labor force can positively impact women’s freedom and attainment in 
other areas, such as education and health, and have a favorable impact on edu-
cation and health outcomes for their children (Kanbur and Haddad 1994). 
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In view of these effects, the of� cial MDG3 indicators include share 
of women in nonagricultural wage employment. Figure 2.10 shows that 
between the periods 1990–95 and 2000–06, the relative share of women 
in nonagricultural wage employment rose in almost all regions; the sole 
exception is the Middle East and North Africa region, where the share has 
remained almost constant at 18 percent. Women in Europe and Central Asia 
have the highest share in nonagricultural wage employment (45 percent), 
with Latin America and the Caribbean showing only slightly lower num-
bers (43 percent). The share of women in nonagricultural wage employ-
ment has increased considerably in the South Asia region but remains low 
(17 percent) compared with the rest of the world.

FIGURE 2.10
Population-Weighted Share of Women in Nonagricultural Wage Employment 
by Region, 1990 and 2006 
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Countries that have achieved close to a 50 percent share of women 
in nonagricultural wage employment include The Bahamas, Belarus, 
 Bulgaria, the Cayman Islands, Estonia, Georgia, Latvia, Lithuania, Macao, 
China, Moldova, Mongolia, the Russian Federation, Tajikistan, and 
Ukraine. Most of these countries are in the Europe and Central Asia region. 
Countries that show the sharpest increases in this indicator (greater than 
10 percent) include Albania, Argentina, Azerbaijan, Kenya, Papua New 
Guinea, and Tajikistan. 

Countries with very low values for this indicator (lower than 15 per-
cent) are Bahrain, Burkina Faso, Chad, the Islamic Republic of Iran, Malawi, 
Niger, Pakistan, Saudi Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates. Most of these 
countries are either in Sub-Saharan Africa or the Middle East and North 
Africa. In the Middle East and North Africa region, patterns of low female 
participation in nonagricultural wage employment can be explained by 
norms of female seclusion. Cultural norms in this region place restrictions 
on female mobility, and women’s wage work is often associated with loss 
of status for the household. Some African countries are also characterized 
by relatively low rates of female wage employment outside of agriculture; 
evidence suggests that there are few cultural restrictions on female labor 
market participation in Africa and that these patterns may be driven by a 
gendered division of labor in which much female labor is concentrated in 
the agricultural sector (Kabeer 2003). 

In fact, one of the major drawbacks of this of� cial MDG indicator 
is that it ignores female work in agriculture, the preponderant sector in 
many developing economies. Several rationales underpin the exclusion of 
female work in agriculture for MDG3s. First, this work is frequently unpaid 
or underpaid. Beyond low or zero earnings, it is also frequently poor-quality 
employment (low opportunities for advancement, no social bene� ts, and so 
forth). However, it must be emphasized that the agricultural sector employs 
a large proportion of female workers in many developing countries. While 
the percentage of men and women employed in agriculture is expected to fall 
as economies develop, the rate and pattern of this shift can be of consider-
able interest to researchers and policy makers. At least in Sub-Saharan Africa, 
men appear to be moving into the off-farm sector at a faster rate than women 
(Kabeer 2003). 

The share of women in nonagricultural wage employment does not 
capture the full range of issues relating to women’s economic participa-
tion. The impact of women’s workforce participation on gender equality 
depends heavily on the returns accruing to men’s and women’s paid work. 
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It is therefore imperative to supplement female labor force participation 
rates with information on women’s wages compared with those of men.

Additional MDG3 Indicators for Employment
To overcome some of the de� ciencies in the of� cial MDG3 indicator relating 
to economic participation of women, two additional indicators are proposed 
in this area: female labor force participation rates and the ratio of female to 
male hourly earnings in primary, secondary, and tertiary sectors. 

The female labor force participation rate is considered a powerful source 
of information on the status of women in society. It provides a more complete 
picture of the relative economic participation of women by looking at all 
sectors of the economy, including agriculture. The measurement of women’s 
labor force participation is complicated, however, by measurement dif� cul-
ties (Tzannatos 2006; Grown 2006; Grown in chapter 3). Women’s employ-
ment, particularly in the primary sector, has been notoriously dif� cult to 
capture. Women’s roles in subsistence agriculture and in home-based activi-
ties are often treated as extensions of their domestic duties and are frequently 
not captured in household or labor market surveys. In some countries, female 
employment is concentrated in the informal sector, presenting other chal-
lenges for data collection. In response to these issues, efforts have been made 
to broaden and standardize the de� nitions of female economic activity. 

Figure 2.11 plots female labor force participation rates by region for two 
age groups: ages 20–24 and ages 25–49. The labor force participation rate 
for the younger age group indicates young women’s success in transition-
ing from school to work and to what extent they have acquired market-
able skills that can be translated into employment. The greatest differences 
in male and female labor market participation rates are usually observed 
when women reach the older age group (ages 25–49) because this is the age 
range when women tend to make a greater contribution to care giving (for 
children, the sick, and the elderly), while men increase their labor supply 
outside the home. 

Female labor force participation rates vary signi� cantly by world region 
(female labor force participation in fragile states is reported upon separately 
in box 2.1). Labor force participation rates for 20- to 24-year-old women 
are highest in East Asia and Paci� c (60 percent) and Sub-Saharan Africa 
(59 percent), followed closely by Latin America (56 percent) and Europe 
and Central Asia (53 percent). Female labor force participation rates are 
lowest in the Middle East and North Africa (47 percent) and in South Asia 
(21 percent). Participation rates are uniformly higher for women ages 
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25–49 than for women ages 20–24 (although, as mentioned above, the gap 
between men’s and women’s participation rates is also higher for the older 
age cohort). For women in the older age cohort, labor force participation 
rates in Europe and Central Asia (74 percent) surpass other regions. Aside 
from this, the overall pattern remains the same, with Sub-Saharan Africa 
(69 percent) and East Asia and Paci� c (67 percent) showing much higher 
rates compared with the Middle East and North Africa (47 percent) and 
South Asia (36 percent). 

Evidence from � gure 2.11 also shows that, with the exception of Europe 
and Central Asia (and Latin America and the Caribbean to some extent 
in the older age group), labor force participation rates have not increased 
over the period; in fact, female participation rates declined slightly in Sub-
Saharan Africa, East Asia and Paci� c, the Middle East and North Africa, and 
South Asia for the age 20–24 cohort. 

Turning from regional to country-level analysis, what appears as lack of 
progress at the aggregate level in fact conceals great variation at the country 

FIGURE 2.11
Population-Weighted Female Labor Force Participation by Region for Ages 
20Ð24 and 25Ð49, 1991 and 2007
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level (see � gure 2.12). Countries in which female labor force participation 
has decreased cancel out countries in which participation has increased. 
Substantial declines in women’s labor force participation were registered 
in several African countries (Madagascar, Mali, Niger, Swaziland, and 
Tanzania), which were offset in the aggregate regional trends by more mod-
est percentage increases in more populous South Africa. The same pattern 
occurs in East Asia and Paci� c, where Vietnam and Thailand show increases 
in participation, while female participation in Indonesia fell by almost 
10 percentage points. The Europe and Central Asia region shows signi� -
cant increases in participation in � ve countries: Azerbaijan, Hungary, the 
Kyrgyz Republic, Poland, and Ukraine. At the same time, there are sev-
eral countries in the region in which female labor force participation rates 
have dropped—Albania, Armenia, Bulgaria, and Moldova. In Latin America, 
female participation rates have increased substantially in Argentina, Chile, 
Colombia, Costa Rica, Mexico, and Peru, while the trend in Jamaica and 
Paraguay goes in the opposite direction. Nepal and Pakistan showed sub-
stantial declines in female labor force participation, which were offset in 
aggregate for South Asia by more modest percentage increases in more pop-
ulous India. It is not possible to distinguish any trend in the Middle East 
and North Africa because the region lacks data for the two periods. 

The sharp increase in participation in the Eastern European countries 
deserves particular mention. Many countries in this region, most notably 
the Kyrgyz Republic and Poland, have witnessed very sharp increases in 
female labor force participation rates. This may be a return to more long-
run equilibrium levels following the collapse in female participation that 
accompanied the disintegration of the Soviet Union. One explanation for 
the rapid increases in Poland and Hungary could be the accession of these 
countries to the European Union during this period. Recall that the share 
of women in nonagricultural wage employment is also the highest for this 
region. Seen in combination, these statistics might be re� ecting structural 
differences in the labor markets of Europe and Central Asia compared with 
other developing regions. Other factors could include market reforms and 
other changes in the labor market institutions of Eastern European coun-
tries. Most Eastern European countries initiated major reforms in 1990 or 
1991 and have made progress in creating institutions for a market economy 
(Brainerd 2000). Many of these countries saw wage liberalization and tax 
and other legal reforms. For instance, in Ukraine the government allowed 
the minimum wage to fall considerably by 1995 (Brainerd 2000). Alter-
natively, these statistics could be capturing a shift of female employment 
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from invisible home-based activities to formal market work. Whatever the 
underlying cause, the female labor market experience in Eastern Europe 
requires closer analysis.

How can we explain sharp differences in labor force participation 
rates of women across the world? Following Ester Boserup’s (1970) 
groundbreaking work on this issue, Mammen and Paxson (2000) argue 
that there is a u-shaped relationship between female labor force partici-
pation rates and economic development. In very poor countries, female 
participation is high and women are concentrated in farm employment 
or family enterprises. Increases in incomes move women out of the labor 
force, both because of income effects and because of social barriers to 
women working for pay. At high levels of development, women begin 
to move into white-collar employment as their education levels rise 
(Mammen and Paxson 2000). 

Beyond level of development and human capital, labor market institu-
tions and cultural norms also seem to be important in shaping female labor 
force participation rates across countries. Clearly, these factors are inter-
related: cultural factors (for example, norms relating to female mobility) 
could in�  uence female labor force participation via their impact on other 
variables, such as female education and fertility choices. 

Increased access of women to paid work is, by itself, an inadequate 
measure of their economic and social advancement. An important contri-
bution of this chapter is the introduction of an additional indicator that 
measures women’s empowerment—the ratio of female to male hourly 
earnings. Hourly earnings ratios were used rather than hourly wage ratios 
because the share of the population in wage employment is very small 
for many countries.11 It is important to note that differences in hourly 
earnings between men and women may be driven by (i) differences in 
observable human capital characteristics; (ii) differences in unobservable 
characteristics, such as talent; (iii) discrimination (only in the case of wage 
employment); or (iv) differences in the sectoral or occupational distribu-
tions of women and men. 

Figure 2.13 shows the ratio of female to male hourly earnings by 
region and by sector.12 To control for differences between men and women 
in number of hours worked, hourly earnings were used rather than total 
earnings. For the four regions for which hourly earnings data are available, 
there is signi� cant variation in women’s relative earnings across sectors.13 
Women’s hourly earnings relative to men’s are highest in the tertiary sector 
(ranging from 70 percent in Sub-Saharan Africa to 85 percent in Europe and 
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FIGURE 2.13
Population-Weighted Ratio of Female-to-Male Hourly Wages by Region and 
Sector, 2006

Source: Household surveys, various years. 

Note: Latest year between 1997 and 2006. Based on 41 countries; the Middle East and North Africa 
region and the South Asia region not represented because of lack of data. 
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 Central Asia) and lowest in manufacturing (ranging from 39 percent in East 
Asia and Paci� c to 61 percent in Latin America and the Caribbean). One 
explanation for the smaller relative wage gaps in the tertiary sector is that 
in many countries a signi� cant proportion of tertiary sector jobs are in the 
public sector, where the gender wage gap is typically lower (Weichselbau-
mer and Winter-Ebmer 2005).

Within sectors, the interregional variation in hourly earnings ratios 
among regions is relatively modest. The manufacturing sector in East Asia 
and Paci� c is a notable exception (where women’s hourly earnings are only 
39 percent of men’s) compared with secondary sector hourly earnings ratios 
in other regions.14

While there is an insuf� cient number of countries with earnings data 
in the Middle East and North Africa and South Asia regions to compute 
regional averages, household surveys from individual countries can be 
illustrative. Household survey data from the Arab Republic of Egypt (1998) 
show negligible gender disparity in hourly earnings, with a ratio of female 
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to male hourly earnings of 1.32, 0.93, and 0.98 in the primary, secondary, 
and tertiary sectors, respectively. However, the proportion of females in 
the nonagricultural wage sector for this country, at only 21 percent, is still 
very low. In South Asia, survey data from two very different countries—
Maldives (1998) and Nepal (2003)—provide some interesting insights. In 
Maldives, the ratio of female to male hourly earnings in all sectors is equal 
to or higher than 1. In Nepal, however, the situation is remarkably differ-
ent: the ratio of female to male hourly earnings is 0.47, 0.32, and 0.54 in 
the primary, secondary, and tertiary sectors, respectively. These disparities 
underline the obvious point that regional data can hide signi� cant country-
level variations.

Figure 2.14 shows the evolution of female-to-male earnings ratios for 
14 countries in Latin America and the Caribbean, the only region for which 
earnings data are available for both the early 1990s and more recent years. 
Sharp changes and extreme values for earnings data shown by some coun-
tries may re� ect data quality issues, and these data should be interpreted 
with caution. Relative wages for women compared with men appear to have 
risen in the primary sector for all countries except Honduras, Jamaica, and 
República Bolivariana de Venezuela. In the secondary sector, all countries 
except Bolivia, Ecuador, and Peru have shown at least a small increase in 
the ratio of female to male hourly earnings. In the tertiary sector, Ecuador, 
Honduras, and Paraguay show signi� cant increases in the female-to-male 
wage ratio, while this ratio falls substantially in Bolivia and El Salvador. 
Other countries of the region show little change. 

On the whole, data from Latin America and the Caribbean appear to 
indicate an overall decline in gender earnings gaps and, hence, an improve-
ment in the relative position of women in the labor market. This is con-
sistent with more rigorous research on gender wage gaps that suggests 
that there has been a fall over time in the raw wage differentials between 
men and women, mostly because of better human capital endowments of 
women (Weichselbaumer and Winter-Ebmer 2005; Duryea, Cox Edwards, 
and Ureta 2001). 

Additionality: New Indicators Versus Share in 
Nonagricultural Wage Employment
This section evaluates the information added by the new indicators to the 
of�  cial MDG3 indicator of share of women in nonagricultural wage employ-
ment. First, the analysis compares country performance in share of women 
in nonagricultural wage employment with performance in female labor 
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FIGURE 2.14
Female-to-Male Hourly Wage Ratios in Latin America and the Caribbean over 
Time and by Sector, 1991 and 2006
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Source: Household surveys.

Note: Earliest year between 1991 and 1996 and latest year between 2001 and 2006.

force participation rates (� gure 2.15). The two indicators capture the relative 
economic participation of women in very different ways. Share of women 
in nonagricultural wage employment leaves out information on labor force 
participation of women in the agricultural sector. Also, share of women in 
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nonagricultural wage employment is relative to males (a gender-equality 
measure) while the female labor force participation rate is an absolute value 
for women alone (an empowerment measure). 

Figure 2.15 makes clear that agricultural employment and self-
employment are important sources of employment for women in some 
regions. East Asia and Paci� c, for example, has the highest female labor 
force participation rate of any developing region, despite the fact that 
women represent less than 40 percent of workers in nonagricultural 
wage employment. 

If only nonprimary employment is included, Europe and Central Asia 
emerges with the highest regional female labor force participation rate. It is 
not surprising that the female labor force participation rates for Sub-Saharan 
Africa rise dramatically when agricultural employment is included. 

Because marked differences arise at the regional level between the two 
indicators, it is expected that for some countries the differences are even 
more signi� cant. The differences between female labor force participation 
rates and share of women in nonagricultural wage employment are particu-
larly noticeable for Burkina Faso, Cameroon, Lithuania, Maldives, Nepal, 
and Vietnam (not shown in �  gure 2.15). The fact that these countries belong 
to different regions underscores the need to consider female labor force par-
ticipation in addition to nonagricultural wage employment. 

FIGURE 2.15
Population-Weighted Share of Women in Nonagricultural Wage Employment 
Versus Female Labor Force Participation
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Source: World Development Indicators (2007) for share of women in nonagricultural wage employment; 
Household Surveys for female labor force participation.

Note: Regional averages calculated by weighting country values by country population for 2006.






































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































