
G
ender refers to socially constructed 
and learned female and male roles, 
behaviors, and expectations. All cul-
tures interpret and translate the bio-

logical differences between men and women 
into beliefs about what behaviors and activities 
are appropriate for each gender as well as their 
rights, resources, and power. For example, most 
societies give the primary responsibility for the 
care of infants and young children to women 
and girls, and that for military service and na-
tional security to men. Gender thus shapes one’s 
life chances and one’s role in the home, in soci-
ety, and in the economy.

Played out over the life cycles of individuals, 
gender can translate into inequalities—in hu-
man capital, economic opportunities, citizen-
ship, and political participation. It determines 
the way households allocate resources to sons 
and daughters, through decisions about boys’ 
or girls’ education or about where they work, 
with sons typically working on the farm and in 
other market work while daughters work in the 
home and care-giving activities. By the time girls 
and boys become adults and form households, 
women typically have fewer years of education 
than men (although this is changing rapidly), 
work longer hours but fewer in the labor force, 
earn lower wages, and have less say in their com-
munities and societies.

GENDER EQUALITY AND 
DEVELOPMENT: WHY DO THE 
LINKS MATTER?

Why do these gender differences matter for de-
velopment, and how do they evolve as countries 

develop? We argue in this Report that the links 
between gender equality and development go 
both ways and that each direction of this re-
lationship matters for policy making. Higher 
incomes and improved service delivery—both 
essential elements of broad-based economic de-
velopment—contribute to greater gender equal-
ity. That is why the rise in global prosperity in 
the past quarter century has seen the unprece-
dented narrowing of gender gaps on many edu-
cation and health outcomes as well as in labor 
market opportunities. More women than men 
now attend universities across the world. And 
women make up over 40 percent of the world’s 
labor force.

But not all gender gaps have shrunk or are 
shrinking with rising incomes. Poor girls and 
those who live in remote areas or belong to ex-
cluded groups are far less likely to attend pri-
mary and secondary school than boys in the 
same circumstances. Compared with their high-
income counterparts, women and girls in low- 
and  middle-income countries die at higher rates 
relative to men, especially in the critical years 
of infancy and early childhood, and in their 
reproductive years. Women continue to clus-
ter in sectors and occupations characterized as 
“female”—many of them lower paying. Women 
are more likely to be the victims of violence at 
home and to suffer more severe injuries. And al-
most everywhere, the representation of women 
in politics and in senior managerial positions in 
business remains far lower than that of men.

Understanding which of these gaps respond 
to economic development and why they do so is 
relevant to policy because it helps shine the light 
on the gender gaps that need attention. The dis-
parities between women and men or girls and 
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The Food and Agriculture Organization 
(FAO) estimates that equalizing access to pro-
ductive resources for female and male farmers 
could increase agricultural output in develop-
ing countries by as much as 2.5 to 4 percent.1 
Eliminating barriers preventing women from 
entering certain sectors or occupations would 
have similar positive effects, increasing output 
per worker by 13 to 25 percent.2 

These gains are large in the 21st century’s 
integrated and competitive world, where even 
modest improvements in the effi ciency of re-
source use can have signifi cant effects on growth. 
In a world of open trade, gender inequality has 
become more costly because it diminishes a 
country’s ability to compete internationally—
particularly if the country specializes in export-
ing goods and services that men and women 
workers are equally well suited to produce.3 
Industries that rely more on female labor ex-
pand more in countries where women are more 
equal.4 In a globalized world, then, countries 
that reduce gender-based inequalities, especially 
in secondary and tertiary education and in eco-
nomic participation, will have a clear advantage 
over those that delay action.

The rapid aging of the world’s population 
implies that fewer workers will be supporting 
growing numbers of elderly in the decades to 
come, unless labor force participation increases 
signifi cantly among groups that participate less 
today—mainly women. For instance, in Europe 
an anticipated shortfall of 24 million workers 
by 2040 could be reduced to 3 million if female 
participation rates rise to those of men.5 Nor is 
the problem limited to rich countries. In devel-
oping countries and regions with rapidly aging 
demographic structures, like China or Eastern 
Europe, encouraging women to enter and re-
main in the labor force can dampen the impact 
of shrinking working-age populations. 

Women’s endowments, opportunities, and 
agency shape those of the next generation
Women’s economic empowerment and greater 
control over resources also increase investments 
in children’s health, education, and nutrition, 
boosting future economic growth. Evidence 
from a range of countries (Bangladesh, Brazil, 
Côte d’Ivoire, Mexico, South Africa, and the 
United Kingdom, among others) shows that 
increasing the share of household income that 
women control, either through their own earn-

boys that shrink as countries get richer—differ-
ences in access to education, for example—need 
less policy attention through a gender lens than 
those that are more persistent, such as differ-
ences in wages, agricultural productivity, and 
societal voice.

The reverse relationship—from gender equal-
ity to development—also matters for policy 
for two reasons. First, gender equality matters 
in its own right, because the ability to live the 
life of one’s own choosing and be spared from 
absolute deprivation is a basic human right, 
to be enjoyed by everyone, whether one is male 
or female. Because development is a process 
of expanding freedoms equally for all people, 
gender equality is a core objective in itself. 
Just as lower income poverty or greater access 
to justice is part of development, so too is the 
narrowing of gaps in well-being between males 
and females. 

Second, greater gender equality can enhance 
economic effi ciency and improve other devel-
opment outcomes. Evidence from a (slowly) 
growing set of microeconomic studies points to 
three main channels for greater gender equality 
to promote growth:

• Reducing barriers to more effi cient alloca-
tion of women’s skills and talents can gener-
ate large (and growing) productivity gains. 

• Improving women’s endowments, opportu-
nities, and agency can shape more positive 
outcomes for the next generation.

• Increasing women’s individual and collective 
agency produces better outcomes, institu-
tions, and policy choices. 

Misallocating women’s skills and talent 
comes at a large (and rising) economic cost
Gender equality can have large impacts on pro-
ductivity, especially with women now represent-
ing larger shares of the world’s workforce and 
university graduates. For countries to be per-
forming at their potential, the skills and talents 
of these women should be applied to activities 
that make the best use of those abilities. But this 
is not always the case. Women’s labor is too of-
ten underused or misallocated—because they 
face discrimination in markets or societal insti-
tutions that prevents them from having access 
to productive inputs and credit, entering certain 
occupations, and earning the same incomes as 
men. The consequence: economic losses.
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the provision of public goods (both female-
preferred goods such as water and sanitation, 
and male-preferred goods such as irrigation 
and schools). It also reduced corruption and 
increased reported crimes against women along 
with arrests for those crimes.11 

Several studies have also examined the 
relationship between gender equality and 
economic growth at an aggregate level us-
ing cross-country data. Because the links be-
tween growth and gender equality go in both 
directions, the results of this work are more 
diffi cult to interpret than those of microeco-
nomic studies (box 0.1). But combined, the 
two strands of research provide considerable 
evidence that gender equality and growth are 
correlated and that gender equality matters 
for many aspects of growth. Even so, as we ar-
gue in the box, more careful work is needed, 
especially microeconomic analysis that can 
establish causal relationships between gender 
equality and growth and, in so doing, high-
light the channels for policy to reduce gender 
gaps and increase economic growth. 

WHAT DOES THIS REPORT DO?

This World Development Report focuses on the 
economics of gender equality and development. 
It uses an economic lens to understand what un-
derlies and drives differences between men and 
women in key determinants of welfare—in hu-
man capital endowments such as education and 
health, in access to economic opportunities and 
productive resources, and in the ability to make 
choices and take action, or agency. It uses the 
same approach to explore which policy inter-
ventions and broader societal action can reduce 
these gender differences and improve outcomes. 
The Report does not limit itself to economic 
outcomes, however—indeed, it devotes roughly 
equal attention to human capital endowments, 
to economic opportunities, and to agency, sig-
naling that all three are important and interre-
lated in determining welfare. Nor does it ignore 
the central role of social and political institu-
tions, whether formal or informal, in determin-
ing gender outcomes. 

In examining gender gaps and their pat-
terns across countries and over time, we adopt 
a strongly empirical approach, preferring rigor-
ous and evidence-based analysis, and highlight-

ings or cash transfers, changes spending in ways 
that benefi t children.6 

Improvements in women’s health and edu-
cation also benefi t the next generation. Better 
nutritional status and higher education levels of 
mothers are associated with better child health 
outcomes—from immunization rates to nutri-
tion to child mortality.7 And mothers’ school-
ing is positively linked to children’s educational 
attainment across a broad set of countries. In 
Pakistan, children whose mothers have even a 
single year of education spend one extra hour 
studying at home every day and receive higher 
test scores.8

Women’s lack of agency—evident in domes-
tic violence—has consequences for their chil-
dren’s cognitive behavior and health as adults. 
Medical research from developed countries has 
established a link between exposure to domes-
tic violence in childhood and health problems 
in adulthood. Numerous studies also document 
how witnessing violence between one’s parents 
as a child increases the likelihood that women 
experience violence from their own partners as 
adults, and that men perpetrate violence against 
their partners.9

Increasing women’s individual and 
collective agency produces better 
outcomes, institutions, and policy choices
Across countries and cultures, men and women 
differ in agency—that is, their ability to make 
choices that lead to desired outcomes—with 
women usually at a disadvantage. When women 
and men do not have equal chances to be socially 
and politically active—and to infl uence laws, 
politics, and policy making—institutions and 
policies are more likely to systematically favor 
the interests of those with more infl uence. So, 
the institutional constraints and market failures 
that feed gender inequalities are less likely to be 
addressed and corrected, perpetuating gender 
inequality over generations.

Women’s collective agency can be trans-
formative for society as a whole. Empowering 
women as political and social actors can change 
policy choices and make institutions more rep-
resentative of a range of voices. Female suffrage 
in the United States led policy makers to turn 
their attention to child and maternal health 
and helped lower infant mortality by 8–15 per-
cent.10 In India, giving power to women at the 
local level (through political quotas) increased 
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ing, and other aspects of well-being (see box 3 in 
the overview for details).12 

A global report like this one cannot attempt 
to provide in-depth analysis of specifi c country 
circumstances. Nor can it cover all relevant di-
mensions of gender equality. Instead, the Report 
proposes a conceptual framework to explain 
gender inequality and recommend public poli-
cies, which can be adapted as necessary to spe-
cifi c countries, issues, and sectors. Building on 
earlier Bank work on gender and development 
(most notably on Engendering Development), 

ing causality where feasible. For this, we draw on 
a large and growing body of quantitative gen-
der research, complemented by new analysis—
particularly on time use; domestic violence; 
mortality risks; and earnings and productivity 
in labor markets, agriculture, and entrepreneur-
ship. We also draw on new qualitative fi eld re-
search, which involved more than 4,000 men 
and women in 98 communities from 19 de-
veloping countries (map 0.1), exploring how 
gender affects their daily lives as well as their as-
pirations, education, job choices, decision mak-

B OX  0.1   Problems with estimating the effect of gender equality on growth

One thing is clear. Income and gender equality are positively corre-

lated. Box fi gure 0.1 shows this correlation for one measure, the 

World Economic Forum’s Index of Economic Participation and 

Opportunity, which measures male-female diff erences in labor force 

participation, wages, income, political participation, and number of 

technical workers.

What is not clear is whether this correlation is capturing the 

eff ect of growth on gender equality or the eff ect of gender equal-

ity on growth. In reality, it is probably capturing some of both, but 

we cannot tell which relationship matters more from cross-country 

data.a

1.  There are good reasons for the relationship to go in both directions. 

First, with changes in technology (changing with economic 

development), the relative return to manual skills has declined as 

that for cognitive skills has increased. Second, the better service 

delivery that accompanies economic development can increase 

gender equality, as in education (chapter 3). 

2.  Other things are going on that could drive changes in both gender 

equality and growth. Consider investments to improve health. 

Studies of deworming and nutrition interventions show that 

they benefi t girls more than boys. Each intervention improves 

gender equality and human capital, each of which is indepen-

dently important for growth. Now consider institutional change: 

institutions can boost growth, and some kinds of institutions can 

improve gender equality. Suppose that a country is improving its 

legal system by expanding the reach and effi  ciency of the courts 

and police. That expansion will contribute to growth (as con-

tracts are better enforced) and could contribute to gender equal-

ity (by making it easier for women to use justice systems). In the 

data, we observe a correlation between gender equality and 

growth, but this relationship is not causal—the underlying cause 

is a change in institutions. So the correlation between gender 

quality and growth may actually be capturing the relationship 

with a third factor that is causing changes in both gender equal-

ity and growth. 

3.  The relationship is not robust. Empirical work shows that the cor-

relation between gender equality and growth is quite sensitive to 

time periods and countries. Work on the relationship between 

female education and growth, for example, shows that results are 

quite sensitive to how the analysis is done. Indeed, changes in 

how this relationship is measured can cause the eff ect of female 

education on growth to change from negative to positive.

In sum, the relationship between gender equality and growth is 

not only complex—it clearly goes in both directions. Broad-brush, 

cross-country studies cannot tell the magnitude of this relationship, 

nor can they provide signifi cant insights into what drives this rela-

tionship. Careful microeconomic work (some exists, but more is 

needed) can provide more defi nitive evidence—both on the impor-

tance of gender equality for growth and on where policy interven-

tions are needed.

Sources: Alesina, Giuliano, and Nunn forthcoming; Kremer, Miguel, and Thornton 2004; Maluccio and others 2009; Munshi and Rosenzweig 2005; Qian 2008.

a. For a more detailed discussion of these reasons, see Bandiera and Natraj 2011 and Cuberes and Teignier 2011.

Sources: World Development Indicators and World Economic Forum 2010.

B OX  F I G U R E  0.1   GDP per capita and gender equality are positively 
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NAVIGATING THIS REPORT: 
A ROADMAP

The Report has nine chapters in three parts. 
Part 1—Taking stock of gender equality—presents 
the facts that will then provide the foundation 
for the rest of the Report. It combines existing 
and new data to document changes in key di-
mensions of gender equality over the past quar-
ter century and across regions and countries. Its 
main message is that very rapid and, in some 
cases, unprecedented progress has been made in 
some dimensions of gender equality (chapter 1), 
but that it has not reached all women or been 
uniform across all dimensions of gender equal-
ity (chapter 2).

The contrast between the patterns and trends 
described in the fi rst two chapters of the Report 
prompts one to ask what explains the progress 
or lack of it. Part 2—What has driven progress? 
What impedes it?—constitutes the analytical core 
of the Report. It presents the conceptual frame-
work and uses it to examine the factors that have 
fostered change and the constraints that have 
slowed progress. The analysis focuses on gender 
differences in education and health (chapter 3), 
agency (chapter 4), and access to economic op-

the framework posits that gender outcomes can 
be understood through the responses of house-
holds to the functioning and structure of mar-
kets and institutions, both formal and informal. 
The Report then illustrates the use of this frame-
work by focusing on aspects of gender equality 
where there has been most progress worldwide 
(education, life expectancy, labor force par-
ticipation, and the extension of legal rights to 
women) and those where there has been little or 
very slow change (excess female mortality, seg-
regation in economic activity, gaps in earnings, 
responsibility for house and care work, asset 
ownership, and women’s agency in the private 
and public spheres).

This empirical approach helps establish the 
link between analysis and policy choice. It em-
phasizes that the design of policies targeted at 
reducing specifi c gender gaps needs to take into 
account what happens in the household, as well 
as the functioning and structure of markets 
and formal and informal institutions—and the 
interactions between all of them. Through the 
analysis of alternative policies, it shows that, 
when these aspects are not considered, the in-
tended results of policy interventions can be 
muted or even contrary to what is expected.

M A P  0.1  Economies where qualitative assessments were conducted

Source: WDR 2012 team.
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10. Miller 2008.
11. Beaman and others, forthcoming; Chattopadhyay 

and Dufl o 2004; Iyer and others 2010.

12. World Bank 2011.
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