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Introduction

The connection between women’s economic participation and prosperity is undeniable. Over the past two decades, a growing number of
international organizations and world leaders have recognized that the
economic empowerment of women is critical to economic growth and
stability. Analyses from the United Nations, International Monetary
Fund (IMF), Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), the World Bank, and other leading international institutions demonstrate the economic growth potential that follows from
increasing women’s labor force participation. Multilateral bodies such
as the Group of Twenty (G20) and the Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) forum have ratified agreements to promote women in
the economy as a means to stimulate growth, and governments from
the Ivory Coast to Rwanda to Japan have adopted reforms to increase
women’s ability to contribute to their economies.
These developments have fueled mounting international recognition of the importance of women’s economic advancement to poverty reduction and economic growth, manifested most notably in the
landmark Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) adopted at the
United Nations in September 2015. The SDG framework not only
emphasizes that addressing gender inequality in the economic sphere
is critical to global progress but also prescribes action: for the first
time ever, the global development agenda contains specific targets to
improve women’s economic participation, including equality in property ownership and inheritance and access to financial services, natural resources, and technology.
Yet despite this growing recognition, national and international
economic leaders continue to make and measure policy in ways that
undervalue women’s work and do not capitalize on women’s economic
participation. Serious proposals to address critical barriers that limit
women’s economic contributions—from restrictions on the rights to
1
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work, own or inherit property, sign a contract, or open a bank account,
to the absence of sufficient work-family policies—remain absent from
mainstream economic policy discussions. The ways in which gender
affects time use, human development, and access to assets and markets
are too often ignored in policy dialogue. Women’s work in the informal
economy and inside the home is uncounted or undercounted. Structural and cultural barriers continue to inhibit women’s participation
in higher-wage sectors and occupations, and gender wage gaps persist
everywhere in the world.
As nations struggle to emerge from a global economic slowdown,
new strategies to jumpstart growth are sorely needed—and the economic potential of 50 percent of the world’s population can no longer
be overlooked. Suffocated opportunity hinders both global growth and
stability. Given the strong evidence of the returns on women’s economic inclusion, this issue merits a higher place on the U.S. economic
and foreign policy agenda. The Donald J. Trump administration should
build on recent reforms to promote inclusive economies and launch
an effort to address legal barriers to women’s economic participation;
increase access to capital, especially among small- and medium-sized
enterprises; catalyze investment in women; promote technology and
innovation; and support research and data collection in this area. These
steps will help boost prosperity, reduce poverty, grow economies, and
promote U.S. interests in global stability.

The Case for Women’s
Economic Inclusion

Although the gender gap in global employment continues to stagnate
(see figure 1), an overwhelming body of evidence confirms that the
economic benefits of promoting women’s economic inclusion around
the world are substantial. Empirical evidence indicates that enabling
women to contribute can boost economies in four ways: higher macroeconomic growth, more favorable development outcomes, greater
economic diversification, and lower levels of income inequality.

MACROECONOM IC GAI NS
Increasing women’s economic participation offers the potential for
significant macroeconomic gains, in both developing and developed
economies. The World Economic Forum’s Gender Gap Report has
established a negative correlation between gender gaps—measured
in the areas of health, education, economy, and politics—and overall economic productivity. Recent analyses suggest that the economic
growth potential of closing these gaps and advancing women’s economic equality is substantial. A 2016 McKinsey Global Institute report
found that advancing women’s equality could add up to $12 trillion—or
11 percent—to global gross domestic product (GDP) by 2025 in a “best
in region” scenario, in which countries match the rate of improvement
of the fastest-improving country in their region. A “full potential” scenario, in which women play fully equal roles in labor markets, could add
a staggering $28 trillion—or 26 percent—to global GDP by 2025. This
represents a net economic effect roughly equivalent to the size of combined Chinese and U.S. economies.1
Increasing women’s economic participation would produce gains in
nations of all income levels but most significantly in emerging economies. Data from the International Labor Organization (ILO) confirms
3

Source: World Bank.

FIGURE 1. GENDER GAP I N GLOBAL LABOR FORCE PART ICI PAT ION
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that 94 percent of the estimated 865 million women worldwide who
face significant barriers to full economic contribution live in developing nations. Studies conducted by the IMF also find the strongest correlation between advancement in gender equality and economic growth
in low-income countries. For example, while closing the gender gap in
labor force participation in the United States could boost GDP by an
estimated 5 percent, gains in lower-income countries such as Egypt
could be as high as 34 percent.2 Analyses show that improving women’s
economic participation would produce the greatest regional gains in
Latin America and South Asia, with India poised to make the largest
economic improvement in the world.3
Increasing women’s economic participation also produces macroeconomic benefits by mitigating demographic challenges. In rapidly
aging nations, growing the share of women in the workplace can counter the deleterious economic effects of a shrinking workforce. In light of
this evidence, some world leaders have taken steps to promote women’s
economic empowerment as a tool to mitigate demographic headwinds:
in Japan, for instance, Prime Minister Shinzo Abe has incorporated
“womenomics” as a core pillar of the nation’s growth strategy, introducing a range of policies that includes legislation to expand childcare and
to eliminate the tax deduction for dependent spouses. While challenges
remain, these changes have contributed to a spike in female labor force
participation in Japan, which reached a record 66 percent in just three
years, while the national unemployment rate has fallen to a historic
low.4 Other nations with aging or declining populations—including
Germany, South Korea, and Nordic countries—have also recognized
the macroeconomic benefits of women’s economic inclusion.5

COUN TRY PROFI LE: I NDIA
In terms of net monetary gains, India stands to benefit more from
women’s economic empowerment and inclusion than any other
nation in the world. Recognizing this growth potential, the government has introduced reforms to national economic policies to
reflect how gender affects time use and access to assets and markets. For example, the government enacted an expansive worker
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protection program—the Mahatma Gandhi National Rural
Employment Guarantee Act—which requires equal wages for men
and women and includes provisions for childcare at worksites. In
addition, in March 2017, India enacted a federal law mandating that
all employers offer twenty-six weeks of paid maternity leave.
India has also led the way with self-help groups (SHGs), which
are savings and credit association groups that manage and lend
accumulated savings to their members.6 These SHGs exist across
the country and consist of groups of women lending to one
another. With more than eight million SHGs across India, the
Indian government is now using SHGs as a delivery channel for
government services aimed at women. These efforts should be
bolstered by initiatives to help women transition from the microeconomy to lead small- and medium-sized businesses, which have
been shown to fuel economic growth.
India has also taken steps to advance women’s financial inclusion
through its Aadhaar program, the largest national identification
initiative undertaken anywhere in the world. More than 99 percent
of adults are now covered by Aadhaar, which relies on fingerprints
and iris scans to create a national identity database. Women can
open bank accounts using biometric information that tells financial
institutions who they are. Thus, India has created a digital identification technique that has coincided with the digitization of banking
and that makes “last mile” banking possible, especially for women,
because a biometric method of identification makes it almost
impossible for men to unilaterally access money in their wives’
bank accounts and potentially spend it on non-household items.
Despite these efforts, however, an overwhelming—and growing—majority of Indian women work outside the formal economy
and therefore fall outside government protection. Current estimates place India’s rate of female participation in the formal labor
force at only 30 percent—among the lowest in developing nations—
a rate that has actually declined over the past decade across education levels and in both urban and rural areas. The majority of Indian
women instead work in the informal sector in jobs with limited
social protections and low wages.7 The concentration of women in
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the informal sector is not driven by legal barriers, as India has relatively few laws that impede women’s economic participation and
Indian women have equal rights to obtain jobs, sign contracts, and
open bank accounts. Instead, according to the ILO, cultural barriers and occupational segregation play important roles in limiting
women’s economic potential, as women in India tend to be grouped
in industries and occupations that have not seen employment or
wage growth in recent years.8
Because women’s informal labor in markets, service jobs, garment work, and handicraft manufacturing is not captured by official definitions of economic productivity, national analyses value
women’s contributions to the country’s GDP at only 17 percent.
According to the McKinsey Global Institute, women’s underrepresentation in the formal economy leads to a lost opportunity of
$2.9 trillion annually in India’s GDP; conversely, closing genderbased disparities in employment could result in a remarkable 27
percent boost to the GDP.9
Interviews confirm that India needs policies that better support women workers and investment in services and skills training for informal laborers that would add value to their activities.10
Women affiliated with BASIX (a livelihood promotion institution), the Self Employed Women’s Association, and Ujjivan
(a financial services provider to the economically active poor),
for example, cite persistent cultural barriers and stigma about
women’s work as barriers to economic participation. They also
argue for the need for further government efforts to train women,
including those presently working in the informal economy, for
industries and occupations that are experiencing growth. Private
sector companies and nongovernmental organizations (NGOs),
such as Walmart and the IKEA Foundation, attempt to fill many
of these gaps for their employees by providing women with skills
training and access to savings and credit, health care, and childcare, among other services. Yet the reach of such programs is limited and, as ILO findings confirm, market rigidity largely prevents
many women in the informal sector from transitioning into the
formal economy.

7

8

Building Inclusive Economies

LONG -TERM P OVERT Y REDUCT ION
The economic inclusion of women also produces sustainable development gains by decreasing poverty across generations. Research shows
that women who are economically productive are significantly more
likely than their male counterparts to reinvest high proportions of
earned income into the health, nutrition, and education of their children. This phenomenon creates a multiplier effect in which families and
communities grow healthier, are better educated, and are more economically stable over time. These trends in women’s reinvestment suggest
that women’s employment is a critical tool for sustainable development;
it has the potential to reduce not only poverty but also child and maternal mortality, improve health and nutrition, and increase educational
attainment. These gains make families stronger and more resilient.
Other studies confirm that national GDP growth is enhanced when
women exercise greater control over household resources. Such control
materializes the fastest when women work and earn in the formal economy, but it can also be encouraged by tools and technologies that expand
women’s financial decision-making power in the informal sector. In
countries as varied as Brazil, China, India, South Africa, and the United
Kingdom, when women are involved in decision-making about the allocation of household income—through control over their own earnings,
cash transfers, or mobile-technology initiatives targeting women—children and families benefit through increased household economic resilience and improved economic outcomes across generations.11 Women
have also been shown to make less risky financial investments and better
savings decisions. One study of twenty semi-industrialized countries
found that an aggregate domestic savings increase of roughly 15 percentage points accompanies every 1 percentage point increase in the share of
household income generated by women.12 When women earn and save,
families and communities become more financially stable; this only benefits countries seeking greater growth and prosperity for all their citizens.

ECONOM IC DI VER SI FICAT ION
Policies to advance women’s economic inclusion foster economic
diversification, which is characterized by a number of different revenue streams and types of exports. Such diversification is crucial to
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producing more stable and sustainable growth, reducing volatility, and
increasing resilience to external shocks.13
Advancing women’s economic participation could accelerate and
strengthen national efforts to diversify. Analyses from the World Bank
and IMF find that gender inequality in economic participation decreases
the variety of labor in the economy and the types of goods that countries
produce and export, particularly in low-income and developing countries. This happens because gender gaps in opportunity constrain the
potential pool of available human capital and gender gaps in the labor
market impede innovation and decrease the efficiency of the labor force.
When women and girls systematically lack access to the education and
training necessary to enter a profession or when barriers prevent them
from advancing within a workplace, entire industries suffer from a lack
of access to the best talent and economies are more likely to be homogenous. Gender-inclusive policies, on the other hand, are strongly correlated with more broadly skilled labor forces that in turn help countries
diversify economies. Indeed, economies that have advanced women’s
inclusion are more diversified and outperform those that have not.14

REDUCT ION I N I NCOME I NEQUALI T Y
Addressing gender inequality can also help reduce income inequality
more broadly. This benefit is particularly timely today, as income disparities climb. While extreme poverty and income inequality among
countries decreased in recent years, income inequality within developing countries increased 11 percent between 1990 and 2010.15
Improving women’s economic inclusion could help address this challenge. A 2015 study conducted by the IMF using the United Nations’
gender inequality index, which captures gender inequality in both outcomes (labor force participation gap and female seats in parliament) and
opportunities (education gaps, maternal mortality, and adolescent fertility), found that gender equality is strongly associated with net income
equality between the upper and lower earning brackets in a given society. This inequality occurs because gender inequality is most prevalent
at the bottom of the economic ladder, exacerbating overall income
inequality within a society. This earnings gap is further widened by the
fact that poorer women around the world are dramatically more likely
than affluent women to work in the informal sector, in which earnings

10

Building Inclusive Economies

are lower and risks are higher. Therefore, closing the gender gap in the
economy could help narrow gaps between the rich and the poor inside a
country, and between developed and developing countries.16

Barriers to Women’s
Economic Participation

Despite strong evidence that women’s economic inclusion has significant economic benefits, women in high-, middle-, and low-income
countries continue to face a range of legal, structural, and cultural barriers that impede their full participation in the economy and undermine
broader economic growth (see figure 2).

FIGURE 2. LEGAL , STRUCTURAL , AND CULTURAL BARR I ER S TO
WOMEN ’S ECONOM IC PART ICI PAT ION

Source: World Bank.
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LEGAL BARR I ER S
According to the World Bank’s Women, Business, and the Law report,
an overwhelming 90 percent of the 173 economies surveyed have at
least one legal policy that inhibits women’s economic participation.
Although some nations have made modest progress in reforming these
laws in recent years, persistent gaps remain, and the pace of change is
slow: today, a total of 943 gender-based disparities under the law still
inhibit women’s economic opportunity worldwide.17 Legal barriers to
women’s economic participation include discrimination by job type
and sector, restrictions on women’s freedom and mobility, limitations
on property and inheritance rights, lack of access to financial services,
and insufficient legal protection from violence.
One hundred economies around the world limit the occupations
and sectors in which women can be employed. These limits include
restrictions on the hours women are permitted to work and the types
of jobs they are allowed to hold. Not only do these barriers reduce
the pool of qualified candidates but they also contribute to the confinement of women to low-paying jobs, as many of the more genderregulated industries—such as mining and manufacturing—are relatively higher paying. Many of these restrictions are highly concentrated in the developing world: nearly every country in the Middle
East and North Africa restricts women’s occupations, as do twentyeight of forty-one economies surveyed in sub-Saharan Africa. These
legal impediments are not limited to low-income countries, however.
Women in Russia, for example, face prohibitions from working 456
kinds of jobs, while women in France are forbidden from working in
professions that would require them to carry loads greater than twentyfive kilograms (roughly fifty-five pounds).18
In many countries, women’s employment is subject to the approval
of guardians or to restrictions on mobility. In eighteen of the world’s
economies—including Bahrain, Iran, Jordan, Kuwait, Qatar, Sudan,
Syria, United Arab Emirates, West Bank and Gaza, and Yemen, as well
as a number of countries across Africa—married women require permission from their husbands or legal male guardians to pursue work
outside the home. Freedom of movement also significantly affects
women’s economic participation: seventeen nations limit women’s
unaccompanied travel, which impedes access to economic resources,
financial services, education, and other assets.
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Women also face legal discrimination in asset and land ownership in
many countries. Laws governing property ownership and inheritance
permit discrimination against women, thus decreasing women’s financial security and their household bargaining power as these limitations
leave them with fewer assets in their names. A significant proportion
of countries in South Asia, sub-Saharan Africa, and the Middle East
and North Africa, for example, do not provide equal inheritance rights
to widows.19 While some countries have community property regimes
that afford women access to assets such as land, others give husbands
the right to control joint property, which has been shown to depress
women’s access to bank accounts. Without equal access to assets, women’s financial inclusion and ability to access credit is reduced. Agricultural output is also undermined by women’s lack of property rights;
female farmers are up to 30 percent less productive than male farmers
because they have access to fewer resources.20
Women around the world face significant legal hurdles in establishing their national identities and passing on citizenship to their children,
which also impedes their economic participation. In ten nations, married women require extra documentation—often a birth certificate—
to obtain a national identification card, and in rural areas and among
communities that have experienced migration or conflict, documentation can be particularly difficult to provide. Without proof of identity,
women could be left unable to find employment, open a bank account,
or receive credit. This lack of identification documents diminishes women’s already limited chances to access small business loans.21 In addition, twenty-two countries do not grant citizenship by descent through
the mother only. This means that children born to foreign fathers or
single mothers are not guaranteed public services such as education and
health care, and could be unable to acquire the documentation needed
to join the workforce.
Women’s economic potential is further limited by insufficient protection against gender-based violence; this lack of protection means lower
earnings and decreased productivity. For example, research conducted in
Vietnam found that the cost of intimate partner violence equaled 3 percent
of GDP due to related out-of-pocket health expenditures, missed income
from the inability to attend work, and productivity loss.22 In Peru, the
costs of partner violence against women reach almost 4 percent of annual
GDP.23 Another study found that intimate partner violence results in
productivity losses equal to at least 1 percent of GDP in Tanzania, and, on
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an individual level, results in a woman who has experienced such violence
earning 60 percent less than a woman who has not.24 Despite the significant human, social, and economic costs of violence against women, more
than one-quarter of countries worldwide—particularly in sub-Saharan
Africa and across the Middle East and North Africa—have no explicit
laws to address and punish domestic violence.25

COUN TRY PROFI LE: LI BER IA
Liberia’s significant strides toward gender equality, educational
parity, and economic growth have not translated to equality in
the country’s workforce. The majority of Liberians work in the
informal economy, and, as in countries around the world, women
still compose the majority of these laborers: 74 percent of female
workers in Liberia are informal laborers, and even among those
with a university education, 41 percent of women work informally, compared to 24 percent of men. Research confirms that
the most significant challenges faced by female informal workers,
such as market sellers and street vendors, include lack of access
to credit and banking services, limited financial literacy and
business training, few social protection and childcare options,
harassment from citizens as well as local authorities, and poor
sanitation within marketplaces.26
To grow the economic potential of Liberian women, a number
of multilateral organizations and local groups have worked to
address these obstacles. The UN Women’s Next Level Business
Program for Market Women brings skills and financial literacy
training to women in the marketplaces of Monrovia, providing
free childcare as women participate in workshops to learn about
budgeting principles for small businesses and how to open a bank
account. Program participants suggest that trainings make a difference in their abilities to support their children; most women
confirm that they work primarily to provide for their children
and to enable their children’s education. Christiana Miller, a
cross-border trader who trained women in the Next Level program, stated that “women did not know how to do banking. We
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taught them record keeping and banking, which made a difference
because before they were only using local village savings programs
and the people who ran those could run away with their money.
Now they will save for family welfare, for children, for school fees,
for their health.”
The National Petty Trader Union for women in the informal
economy also established a partnership with the Central Bank
of Liberia to create a credit facility for women traders to receive
small-dollar loans. However, Comfort Doryon, a member of the
union, cited persistent challenges even when women did have
access to financial services and credit: pervasive harassment and
corruption on the part of local authorities resulted in the confiscation of women’s goods, which frequently forced women to borrow
capital from other workers and made them unable to afford school
fees. Doryon explained that “there was a lot of harassment from
national police, city police—they would always come and take the
street vendors’ goods and they would lose everything. We worked
on an agreement with local authorities on street vendors’ behalf.”
Other street vendors and service-providing organizations highlighted the need for better government regulation and the creation
of binding memoranda of understanding with local authorities.
These policies have allowed women some level of protection to be
able to seek help if harassed.
Officials in the Ministry of Gender, Children, and Social Protection suggest that the government is aware of such challenges and is
prioritizing the development of policies to protect informal women
workers as well as enable their transition to the formal economy.
The government’s concrete steps to implement worker protections include the June 2015 signing of the Decent Work Bill—the
country’s first labor law since the 1950s—to set basic standards
for safe working environments and collective bargaining rights for
workers in the informal sector. The measure also sought to provide
workers in the formal and informal economies standard minimum
wages (US$5.50 and US$3.50 per day respectively) and guaranteed
paid leave.27 While few experts see this as a far-reaching solution,
given the dominance of the informal economy and women’s overrepresentation in it, the law sets a standard for what constitutes a
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national minimum wage. The ministry has also worked to improve
the working conditions and provide financial and childcare services
to women in the informal economy. Julia Duncan-Cassell, minister of gender and development, cited women’s lack of access to
information as a central challenge, noting that the ministry aims to
get information about available services into the hands of women
employed in marketplaces. She said, “Many women are working in
the informal sector, and a central part of our work is to see how we
take them from the informal to the formal by adding value to the
business they are doing . . . either through education, financial inclusion, or capacity building.”

STRUCTURAL BARR I ER S
Structural barriers throughout women’s lives, such as inequalities in
access to education and training, women’s concentration in the informal economy, and the gender gap in unpaid and care work, also inhibit
economic productivity for women, their families, and their nations.28
While significant progress has been made in closing the gender gap
in education at the primary school level, gaps persist in many regions
at the secondary level, which is critical to preparation for and transition to the workforce. Although two-thirds of the world’s countries
have achieved complete gender parity in primary school enrollment,
less than half have achieved parity in lower secondary enrollment, and
even fewer—less than one-quarter—have reached parity in upper secondary enrollment.29 Girls living in poverty or in rural areas, as well as
those who have been displaced from their homes, face the greatest educational disadvantages.30 These educational gaps undermine women’s
economic potential and reduce broader economic growth: one study
suggests that low- and middle-income countries that fail to capitalize
on the growth potential of equal educational opportunities for boys and
girls at the secondary level miss out on nearly $100 billion per year in
GDP. In India, for example, where only 40 percent of girls are enrolled
in upper secondary school, the economy fails to capture $32.6 billion of
economic growth due to inequalities in education alone.31

Barriers to Women’s Economic Participation
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Women’s economic productivity is also limited by their overrepresentation in the informal sector and low-wage work, for example, in
small businesses and service trades, in markets, or as domestic laborers
(see figure 3). While women’s participation in the informal economy is
often absent from official statistics and economic analyses, recent estimates suggest that the informal economy contributes between 25 and 40
percent of GDP in developing countries in Asia and Africa. Women’s
participation in the informal economy is particularly high in developing
nations, with 86 percent of employed women located in the informal
sector: in India and Indonesia, nearly 90 percent of non-agriculturally
employed women work in the informal sector, and in countries including Benin, Chad, and Mali as many as 95 percent of female workers do.
Informal workers enjoy few of the benefits or protections offered to
those in the formal economy, receive lower wages, and are frequently
subjected to environments with poor health and safety standards that
are more vulnerable to market volatility, thereby limiting earnings
and productivity. They are also more vulnerable to harassment, which
threatens both their physical safety and earnings.
FIGURE 3. SHARE OF MEN AND WOMEN I N VULNERABLE
EMPLOYMEN T BY REGION

Source: UN Development Program 2015 Human Development Report.
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Women’s economic participation is also reduced by the disproportionate burden of unpaid labor that falls on women around the world,
including domestic work such as cooking, cleaning, collecting water, and
caring for children, the sick, and the elderly (see figure 4). This unpaid
labor is essential for households and societies to function but is not
valued like paid work in the formal economy. Although recent estimates
show that women perform 75 percent of the world’s unpaid work—effectively subsidizing the global economy—unpaid labor is barely captured
by standard economic modeling and remains unaddressed by national
economic policies.32 This care work, although invisible, is invaluable to
the economy’s success. Indeed, some economists suggest that the monetary value of women’s unpaid work could amount to between 10 and 39
percent of global GDP.33 Evidence shows a strong negative correlation
between time spent on unpaid work and female labor force participation: in countries where women spend an average of five hours per day or
more on unpaid work, only 50 percent of women are employed or seeking
employment in the formal sector. When that average decreases to three
hours per day on unpaid work, the women’s labor force participation
rate rises to 60 percent.34 Declines in women’s time spent on unpaid care
work—through policies to improve childcare and eldercare services, for
example—correlate strongly with increases in women’s economic activity and broader macroeconomic productivity.35

FIGURE 4. DISPROP ORT IONATE BURDEN OF UNPAI D WORK
ON WOMEN

Source: UN Development Program 2015 Human Development Report.
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CULTURAL BARR I ER S
Deeply entrenched cultural attitudes also limit women’s lifelong
employment opportunities and undermine economic growth. Gender
gaps in opportunity begin early in life: for example, evidence confirms
that in many societies school enrollment for boys is prioritized over that
for girls when families cannot afford education for all children.36 Cultural attitudes about gender roles and responsibilities also affect time
use early on: girls between the ages of five and nine years worldwide
spend a combined estimated 40 million more hours a day on household
chores than boys, and girls aged ten to fourteen years spend 120 million more hours each day.37 This shortens considerably the time girls
have available for schooling and professional training, and can prevent
families from prioritizing girls’ education. The gender gap in children’s
time use is particularly prevalent in South Asia and the Middle East and
North Africa, where female labor force participation is also low.38 The
opportunity gap emerges right at the start.
Marital norms are also deeply intertwined with women’s economic
opportunity. Child marriage, which affects one in three girls under the
age of eighteen and one in nine under the age of fifteen, stunts educational achievement: research shows that early marriage often curtails
education for young girls and adolescents and is correlated with illiteracy. Child marriage also impedes future employment potential: women
married as children are often precluded from participating in the marketplace for years, which not only fuels dependency and poverty but also
undermines economic growth. When childbearing starts during childhood, children born are poorer, less healthy, and less likely to be educated themselves. A recent joint study by the International Center for
Research on Women and the World Bank suggests that curtailing child
marriage would recapture earnings losses for women and girls as well
as significantly increase per capita income at the household level and
reduce public expenditures by putting girls back in the talent pool and
reducing early motherhood. In Niger, for example, which has the world’s
highest child marriage prevalence rate, eliminating child marriage could
translate to benefits of more than $25 billion by the year 2030.39
Even where educational attainment and the average age of marriage are high, cultural barriers surrounding the acceptability of women’s work outside the home limit women’s economic participation.
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According to a new study by the ILO and Gallup, 34 percent of men and
30 percent of women worldwide still hold culturally rooted beliefs that
it is unacceptable for women to hold jobs outside the home. In many
contexts, this is due in part to concern about women’s safety in public
spaces and transport and the high prevalence of harassment of women
and girls in the workplace. In light of these concerns, in many countries,
men and women alike believe that women should not work outside the
home. In North Africa, for example, where the gap between men’s and
women’s views on women’s work is largest, nearly half of men believe
that women should not work outside the home.40 Research from the
Overseas Development Institute further suggests that attitudes about
women’s employment become increasingly negative during an economic downturn. Indeed, in many upper middle- and high-income
countries, including China, Turkey, and South Korea, upward of 60
percent of people still believe that men are more entitled to jobs than
women when jobs are scarce.41 Across developed and developing countries, women frequently cite pervasive cultural barriers as one of the
most significant obstacles to their economic participation.

COUN TRY PROFI LE: JAPAN
In the 1990s, Japan’s female labor force participation rate was
among the lowest in the developed world. In 2013, recognizing
the power of women’s economic participation to mitigate demographic challenges that threatened the Japanese economy, Prime
Minister Shinzo Abe proposed “womenomics” as a core pillar of
the nation’s growth strategy.42 Womenomics—a concept coined
by Kathy Matsui, chief Japan strategist for Goldman Sachs—is
based on research demonstrating that closing the gender gap in
formal labor force participation would counter Japan’s aging
workforce and boost GDP by 13 to 15 percent.43
A range of Japanese policies in recent years, including legislation to expand childcare and eliminate a tax deduction for dependent spouses, contributed to a sharp rise in female labor force
participation while national unemployment fell to a historic low.

Barriers to Women’s Economic Participation

Initially, the country’s female labor force participation rate continued to lag behind that of peer nations, including other Group
of Seven (G7) nations, and critics expressed skepticism that topdown political reforms would have a lasting benefit. But by 2016,
female labor force participation had risen to 66 percent, surpassing that of the United States (64 percent).
Analysis of the success of womenomics finds areas of progress
but also persistent challenges. Government policies to increase
women’s labor force participation have had little immediate effect
on the strong cultural pressures that dissuade many Japanese
women from staying in the workforce. Despite Japan’s enactment
of a fourteen-week paid leave policy—the standard suggested by
the ILO—68 percent of women quit their jobs upon marriage or
childbirth.44 And although Japan offers one of the world’s most
generous gender-neutral parental leave policies, only 2 percent
of fathers take any leave, compared with 83 percent of mothers.45
Those women who do remain economically active are significantly more likely to pursue part-time or irregular work, a practice that hampers their career development; even in 2014, only
1 percent of executives in Japan’s top twenty companies were
women.46 In light of these trends, the government has pledged to
amplify policies to incentivize the use of gender-neutral leave policies, allow for flexible work environments, reform the tax code to
reward dual earners, and combat workplace discrimination. The
government has also committed to expand access to childcare,
pledging the creation of half a million new spots by 2019.47 These
efforts should help Japan better capitalize on the growth potential
of womenomics and, if successful, could provide a template for
other nations facing comparable demographic challenges.
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Over the past several decades, as evidence linking women’s economic
advancement to macroeconomic growth has increased, women’s economic participation has received greater attention from international
economic institutions and multilateral organizations. Today, the
World Bank contends that gender equality not only makes good economic sense but is central to the organization’s development agenda.
Its landmark 2012 World Development Report outlined strategies to
enhance women’s economic inclusion and productivity as a means
to fuel growth. More recently, the IMF has put gender equality at the
forefront of negotiations with member countries: for example, when
the IMF’s executive board approved a $12 billion loan to Egypt in 2016
to finance its budget deficit and bolster currency reserves, loan stipulations required a commitment to raise women’s economic participation and improve transport safety for women.48 Similar measures were
introduced in an IMF-supported agreement with Jordan. Other multilateral bodies, from the G7 to the OECD, have made declarations and
ratified agreements to promote women in the economy as a means to
stimulate global growth. Important UN targets to advance women’s
economic inclusion were included under the SDG framework enacted
in 2015, including equality in property ownership, inheritance, and
access to financial services, natural resources, and technology. The following year, the UN secretary-general assembled the first High-Level
Panel on Women’s Economic Empowerment, which issued a comprehensive report identifying seven areas in need of investment to inspire
progress toward the new development goals.49 Additionally, more than
143 business leaders have signed on to the UN Women’s Empowerment
Principles, a guidance document resulting from collaboration between
UN Women and the UN Global Compact that promotes win-win business standards that benefit businesses and economies.50
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The United States has also increasingly recognized that advancing
women’s economic participation is critical to its strategic interests in
global prosperity and stability, and has taken bipartisan steps to integrate women’s economic empowerment into diplomacy and development efforts worldwide. In addition to exercising leadership in
multilateral efforts to advance women’s inclusion, consecutive presidential administrations have emphasized the importance of women’s
economic participation as part of U.S. foreign policy.
Under President George W. Bush’s administration, gender equality
and women’s economic empowerment in the Middle East and South
Asia were prioritized as tenets of aid to countries in post-conflict transition, most notably in Afghanistan.51 In 2003, then Secretary of State Colin
Powell announced the establishment of the U.S.-Middle East Partnership
Initiative, which provided a framework and funding for the U.S. government to work with governments in Arab countries to expand economic,
political, and educational opportunities, with a focus on empowerment
and capacity-building for women.52 In addition, the Office of International
Women’s Issues at the U.S. Department of State led bilateral initiatives to
highlight the barriers women face in private enterprises, by, for example,
hosting a U.S.-Finland business leaders’ summit for fifty American and
Baltic women chief executive officers to share best practices for including,
promoting, and retaining women in the workforce.53
In 2009, President Barack Obama’s administration established an
Office of Global Women’s Issues at the U.S. Department of State; that
office led U.S. government efforts on women’s economic empowerment and coordinated gender opportunity initiatives across the executive branch. In 2011, the United States hosted the first APEC ministerial
meeting on Women in the Economy, in San Francisco, which led to
historic commitments being made to advance women’s economic participation in the subsequent signing of the APEC Leaders’ Declaration
on Women in the Economy. The United States worked with the other
APEC members to establish the Women and the Economy Dashboard,
a framework built to track and measure APEC’s progress toward women’s economic advancement goals.54 And in 2014, the United States
led efforts to work with leaders of G20 economies to set an ambitious
and concrete target for women’s labor force participation, establishing a goal of reducing the gender gap in participation rates in member
countries by 25 percent by 2025.55 The multilateral effort could bring an
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estimated 100 million additional women into the global workforce. In
addition, the United States issued a strategy to promote women’s economic empowerment and launched the Equal Futures Partnership, a
multilateral initiative spearheaded by the White House to leverage U.S.
leadership and spur other national commitments promoting women’s
economic and political participation.56 Twenty-eight countries and the
European Union have since signed on to the partnership.
The United States has also used innovative, goal-oriented foreign
assistance programs to incentivize policies that advance women’s
economic participation. For example, in 2012, the Millennium Challenge Corporation (MCC), a U.S. development agency with a performance-based approach to economic growth, instituted new operational
procedures focused on gender integration, including a “gender in the
economy” indicator designed to measure and promote equality under
the law. The indicator—which factors into MCC’s determination of
whether to invest in a given country—assesses women’s abilities to obtain
employment, register businesses and sign contracts, open bank accounts,
choose a domicile, obtain passports and travel freely, pass on citizenship
to offspring, and serve as heads of households.57 MCC’s performancebased approach has generated the so-called MCC effect, as some countries have enacted legal reforms to increase their competitiveness for U.S.
investment: an MCC compact in Lesotho, for example, resulted in legal
reform that ended women’s status as minors under the law. In Mongolia,
MCC supported a property rights project that increased the percentage
of female landowners and prompted sex-disaggregated data collection by
the government of land registration moving forward.58

RECOMMENDAT IONS FOR T HE UN I TED STATES
Despite recent efforts by the U.S. government and international institutions to advance women’s economic inclusion, this imperative has
not been as highly prioritized as other development and economic initiatives. Recent estimates find that investment in women’s economic
empowerment amounts to just 2 percent of overall aid from OECD
countries, a remarkably low number given the high returns on women’s
economic participation. Economic policies that aim to reduce poverty
or spur growth without focusing on the potential of women—and the
legal, structural, and cultural barriers they face in making economic
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contributions—overlook a crucial growth opportunity and leave trillions of dollars of global GDP on the table.
By strengthening its focus on women’s economic participation, the
United States can improve the returns on its economic development
efforts and promote cost efficiency by investing in a proven driver of
economic growth. The Trump administration has expressed support for
easing barriers to women’s economic participation and, correspondingly, should take steps to grow the U.S. commitment to unlocking their
economic potential. Even in an era of tightening budgets, Washington
can reprogram existing economic development funding to promote
women’s economic empowerment as a tool to accelerate growth and
reduce poverty. The United States could maximize its own financing
by spearheading an effort to increase global support for women’s economic participation and co-invest with partner governments, multilateral organizations, the private sector, and civil society. Such an effort
would strengthen the effect of U.S. investments by promoting a shared
infrastructure and reducing inefficiency. With its partners, the U.S.
government should support legal reform through diplomatic efforts,
increase women’s access to capital and financial services, incentivize
economic inclusion, promote technology and innovation, and support
research and data collection. Washington can also lead by example and
stimulate growth by implementing its commitment to leveling the economic playing field for women within the country.

Incentivize Legal and Policy Reform
The U.S. government should promote legal and policy reform to advance
women’s economic participation through its bilateral and multilateral
relations. This is not just good policy; it is good economics. Washington
can address constraints on female workers and entrepreneurs through
bilateral investment treaties and trade agreements. When negotiating
such agreements, officials should consider including stipulations to
increase women’s economic participation, improve women businessowners’ access to supply chains, and support women workers.59
At the bilateral level, the United States should build on MCC’s model
to promote legal reform that levels the playing field for women, by providing incentives across U.S. foreign assistance programs to tackle legal
barriers to women’s economic participation. The United States also
should promote policies to expand women’s economic participation,
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including through vigorous enforcement of antidiscrimination and
equal pay laws, childcare and eldercare support, paid family and medical leave programs that reach all workers, and tax reform that eliminates
the penalization of dual-income families. Some of these policies have
already proved effective in increasing women’s labor force participation in other nations. For instance, when Morocco increased maternity leave from twelve to fourteen weeks, the nation saw an increase
in the number of working mothers.60 In addition, in countries where
affordable and high-quality childcare is available, women’s labor force
participation rises. For example, as a result of a flagship government
program in Chile, “Chile Crece Contigo” (Chile Grows With You),
the number of public daycares and places for children under one year
of age increased from seven hundred in March 2006 to more than four
thousand by the end of 2009 and from fourteen thousand in 2005 to
eighty-five thousand in March 2010. Early evaluations of the program
suggest that it could increase the probability of Chilean mothers gaining employment by close to 15 percent.61
The United States also can use its influence on the multilateral stage
to help eliminate legal barriers to women’s economic inclusion and
promote women’s economic advancement. The United States should
build on its landmark APEC Declaration on Women in the Economy
by spearheading similar efforts in other regional bodies and leading the
way for other countries to eliminate obstacles to women’s participation.
The United States has already expanded its focus on this issue at the
G20, for example, by working with other major economies to address
barriers to women’s economic inclusion. The United States should
support the extensive recommendations outlined in the communiqué
presented to core negotiations during the 2017 Berlin G20 Summit,
which included measures to strengthen women’s economic empowerment, close the gender pay gap, promote microfinance opportunities in
developing countries, and ensure women’s representation in the boardroom.62 Washington should also propose an annual review mechanism
to track progress toward the Brisbane Summit goal of including 100 million more women in the labor force by 2025. U.S. officials should ensure
that women are not relegated to microenterprises and instead incorporate women’s ownership of small and medium enterprises (SMEs)
into economic growth strategies. The United States should also support efforts at the IMF and other economic institutions to make legal
and policy reform regarding women in the economy a precondition of
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investment and positive economic assessment, including, for example,
the IMF’s pilot program to integrate assessments of gender-inclusive
economic policies into its national review processes in twenty nations.

Increase Women’s Access
to Capital and Financial Services
The U.S. government should expand its work through the Overseas Private Investment Corporation (OPIC) to narrow gender gaps in access
to capital. Currently, OPIC partners with the International Finance
Corporation and Goldman Sachs on a women entrepreneurs opportunity facility, with a goal of providing 100,000 women entrepreneurs
access to capital and financial services. The United States should build
on this program and others that focus on SMEs, including the Global
Banking Alliance for Women, by supporting efforts to design and introduce financial products targeted to women. Some already exist, offering longer repayment plans, lower interest rates, and different collateral
requirements, as well as leasing and factoring options, for womenowned businesses. Such businesses should be given focused financing
through these channels, just as U.S. businesses are currently prioritized
for OPIC financing.
The U.S. government should also work with Women’s World Banking and partner banks to promote financial inclusion through mobile
technology, incorporating lessons learned from the groundbreaking
example set by the M-PESA mobile banking and financing service in
Kenya, which catalyzed long-term poverty reduction and improved
women’s ability to save, invest, and work.63 For example, the United
States could lead efforts to extend to other nations the Nigerian Beta
savings account model, in which female bank agents with mobile devices
travel to markets to help women vendors set up and maintain bank
accounts without having to leave their stalls. The accounts require neither documentation nor a minimum balance, thanks to Nigeria’s tiered
Know Your Customer (KYC) requirements, which have enabled Beta
to reach 270,000 clients in Nigeria. Scaling this model to other countries would help close the gender gap in banking, enabling women to
save both money and time otherwise spent traveling to a bank branch,
and promoting women’s savings and entrepreneurship. It also helps
keep women safer by eliminating the need to carry cash while traveling
from work to home.
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COUN TRY PROFI LE: PERU
Peru illustrates how legal reforms can effectively drive an increase
in female labor force participation and financial inclusion. During
the 1990s, the country modified the customary laws—followed primarily in indigenous and rural communities—that limited women’s legal rights to work, access banking and financial services, and
own and inherit assets. Following the enactment of these reforms,
women’s formal labor force participation increased by 15 percent
within a decade, and ensuing national growth has led to Peru today
having one of the fastest growing economies in Latin America.64
Growth in female labor market participation continues but has
tapered since the reforms of the 1990s, and gender gaps in economic participation remain widest in poor, rural, and indigenous
communities. In the context of a shortage of formal employment
and little national investment in production, many businesses
continue to operate informally. Women who are unable to find
jobs in the formal economy frequently head their own small and
medium enterprises out of necessity, and about 70 percent of
these business ventures are informal.65 According to the IDB’s
WEVentureScope Index, because of the wide availability of capacity and skills training and relatively strong access to capital, Peru
ranks as the second-best environment for female business owners
and entrepreneurs across Latin America and the Caribbean.66
However, many women who run microenterprises face challenges in accessing formal financial institutions and achieving
the financial literacy necessary to scale their businesses or bring
them into the formal sector. Making the leap from micro- to
small- and medium-sized businesses can be especially difficult for
women due to a shortage of skills and capital. Women operating
self-owned businesses in the informal economy are not covered
by government policies to promote and protect women in the
workforce and are more vulnerable to market risks. Government
data shows that 60 percent of all women workers in the country
continue to operate informally, with only 15 percent having health
coverage, 4 percent enjoying retirement benefits, and few benefiting from the 2015 law that extended paid maternity leave from
ninety to ninety-eight days.67
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Create an Economic Inclusion Challenge Fund
The U.S. government should create a public-private fund to develop
innovative approaches to improving women’s economic participation. Such an initiative could build upon the U.S. government effort
already underway, in collaboration with the World Bank, to create
a financing facility to benefit female entrepreneurs globally. The
U.S. government should expand this effort to leverage social impact
bonds, results-based financing for governments, and co-investment
with foundations and corporate philanthropies to support comprehensive programs to advance women’s economic empowerment,
including not only access to finance but also services such as literacy,
legal, and business skills training. Promoting access to networks of
buyers and suppliers and market linkage opportunities, both domestic
and international, would further the goal of boosting women’s economic participation and foster broader growth. In addition, the fund
should support subsidized schools and childcare centers at marketplaces where large numbers of women work. This relatively inexpensive investment would simultaneously reduce the cost and travel time
required for market women to ensure that children receive education
and quality care and would offer more children access to education.
The fund should also be used to assist governments in countries with
high concentrations of women in the informal sector and low-wage
work to promote transitions into the formal economy, where those
pathways exist. For example, the fund could target tax breaks or
enhanced access to financial services for companies that move women
from the informal to the formal economy.
The United States should also partner with the private sector to
expand recent efforts to source from women-owned businesses. For its
part, the United States should amend its foreign assistance contracting
and procurement policies to create incentives for contractors to hire
women or women-owned businesses, modeled after domestic requirements that promote contract awards for U.S. businesses owned by
women.68 Similarly, the private sector could build upon existing commitments—such as the recent initiative announced by several Fortune
500 companies, including Walmart, ExxonMobil, and Coca-Cola—to
boost women’s economic participation by sourcing from womenowned businesses around the world.69
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Promote Technology and Innovation
The U.S. government should invest strategically in existing timesaving technologies for households in developing economies, including
clean cookstoves, wells and pipe water, and electricity, and collaborate
with the private sector to create and promote innovative approaches to
reduce the burden of unpaid work on women and girls. Such technologies have proved to be effective in reducing the time required for unpaid
household work and increasing female labor force participation. For
example, the spread of electricity in rural South Africa decreased the
time spent by women on unpaid care work and increased their labor
force participation rate by 9 percent. Similarly, the female labor force
participation rate increased in Pakistan when water sources were moved
closer to women’s homes.70 Investment from the U.S. government and
leading private sector companies in such time-saving technologies and
infrastructure projects should be undertaken in concert with leaders on
the ground and with the aim of building long-term technical capacities
in emerging economies.
The U.S. government should also increase investment in programs
that support women’s entry into growing science, technology, engineering, mathematics (STEM) industries. For example, the Laboratoria initiative—which has locations in Peru, Mexico, and Chile, with
expansion plans across the region—provides skills training to young
women and is a leading source of female technological workers for private sector companies, with over one hundred and fifty companies in
Latin America and the United States already hiring women through the
program.71 The United States could partner with the private sector to
scale this model and bring it to other regions.

Support Research and Data Collection
Women’s unpaid and informal work—which subsidize the global
economy—are still largely absent from mainstream economic analysis.
This has consequences, because what is not seen is not counted, and
nobody invests in invisible things. The United States should lead an
effort to help close this economic gender data gap by ensuring that all
work—whether in the formal or informal sectors, paid or unpaid—is
measured. Generating a more complete picture of women’s work in the
unpaid and the informal sectors also will help craft policies to facilitate
women’s inclusion in the formal economy.
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The U.S. government should work with the ILO, the Bill and
Melinda Gates Foundation, the National Transfer Accounts Project—which gathers global data on informal work—and other partners to lead comprehensive efforts to close the economic gender data
gap and analyze women’s unpaid care work and informal economy
activity. To create an international baseline, data should conform to a
common framework that enables comparability across countries. To
that end, the U.S. government should support the implementation of
the 2013 International Conference of Labor Statisticians resolution to
amend international definitions of work and employment to better
reflect gender considerations and informal sector work.72 Householdlevel time-use surveys should collect sex-disaggregated data based on
the following indicators: care for children, the elderly, and the sick;
collection of fuel and water; household tasks; education; and time
spent on leisure activities. Analysts and statisticians could then use the
data collected in the time-use surveys to generate an accurate picture
of women’s work and measure the effect of women’s contributions on
GDP. This approach has been successfully employed by the National
Institute of Geography and Statistics in Mexico, which valued unpaid
labor from women at approximately 20 percent of GDP in 2012 and
that from men at 6 percent.73
In addition, the United States should support data collection on
women’s financial inclusion. For example, the U.S. government could
encourage banks to collect sex-disaggregated data on their client base,
which would help identify gaps in access to finance and target financial
products to women.

Lead by Example
The U.S. government should lead by example by developing domestic
policies to advance women’s economic participation at home, including through enforcement of U.S. antidiscrimination and equal pay
laws, among them Title VII and the Equal Pay Act; expanded support
for quality, affordable childcare and eldercare; tax reform to eliminate the penalization of dual-income families; and the development
of a paid family-leave program, given that the United States is one of
only nine countries in the world without such a policy. The Trump
administration has already pledged to work with Congress to provide affordable and accessible childcare and paid family leave for new
parents; it should act upon this commitment by advancing proposals

32

Building Inclusive Economies

on Capitol Hill, potentially as part of a tax reform package. Government leaders also should translate rhetorical support for equal pay
into concrete reforms—such as pay transparency and anti-retaliation
requirements—which could be accomplished through administrative
or legislative means.
In addition, Washington should take steps to promote women’s
access to capital in the United States to address the shortfall in venture
capital support for female entrepreneurs and grow women’s smalland medium-sized businesses as a tool to boost economic growth.
The administration could increase support for female entrepreneurs
through the Small Business Administration and promote efforts by private sector leaders to source from women-led U.S. businesses through
tax breaks and other incentives.
The U.S. government should also set an example with regard to trade
agreements by committing to review existing and new trade agreements to evaluate potential effects on women and girls. Such reviews
should include taking steps to ensure that agreements advance women’s
economic potential and ability to contribute to their economies. Special
attention should be paid to trade liberalization, which could enhance
market women’s ability to sell their goods across borders but could also
disadvantage women who have less mobility, access to technology, and
skills than men. The U.S. government should support efforts to provide
special training to women on cross-border trading, as UN Women has
in Liberia, and should encourage partner governments to conduct their
own gender assessments of trade agreements.

Conclusion

Women represent a valuable economic reserve that has yet to be fully
tapped. In a time of economic challenge, no economic talent or potential
can be left on the sidelines. Strong evidence demonstrates that women’s inclusion in the economy will advance U.S. interests in global prosperity, poverty reduction, and economic growth. Increasing women’s
economic participation would produce significant gains in nations of
all income levels, which could total tens of trillions in global growth,
thereby strengthening the U.S. economy and overall stability. To boost
global GDP and capitalize on women’s economic potential, efforts to
eliminate the legal, structural, and cultural barriers to women’s economic participation merit a higher place on the U.S. foreign policy
agenda. Stymied opportunity is the opponent of global stability, and
making the most of the entire talent pool—and the entire population—
is in U.S. interests.
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