July 2015
The UK Gender and Development Network (GADN) Women’s Economic
Justice (WEJ) working group’s submission to the World Bank Group’s Gender
Strategy
The World Bank Group is committed to supporting countries in their efforts to reduce poverty and
promote more equitable societies. In this context, what are key gender gaps the World Bank
Group should focus on to support countries in implementing these goals?
1. The WBG’s Gender Strategy requires a more holistic approach to achieving substantive
gender equality within the context of reducing poverty and promoting equality
The WEJ working group welcomes the World Bank Group’s (referred to as the WBG) concept note on
‘Promoting Gender Equality to Reduce Poverty and Boost Shared Prosperity’ (referred to as the Gender
Strategy) which is currently open for consultation until July 2015. The Gender Strategy presents
opportunities for the WBG to deepen, scale up and consolidate its work on gender, such that substantive
gender equality1 is prioritized and mainstreamed robustly across all of the WBG’s work.
The WEJ working group is concerned that the focus of the WBG’s Gender strategy on women’s economic
empowerment is limited in its scope and analysis. This approach views women’s access to jobs and assets
in isolation from the range of structural inequalities that limit women’s economic empowerment.
Consequently, it neglects core social determinants of gender equality, such as health, education, autonomy
and freedom from violence that are not only women’s human rights in and of themselves, but impact on the
economic opportunities of women worldwide. The WEJ working group is concerned that the draft of the
Gender Strategy is at odds with recent work of the Gender Unit, particularly its report on Voice and Agency,
published in 2014. Voice and Agency provides robust analysis of structural inequalities that limit women’s
human rights from being realized, and importantly also recognizes the varying forms of multiple
discrimination that women and girls face.
Over the last twenty years, much donor discourse on women’s economic empowerment has focused on
integrating women into the market economy, and raising the income of individual women often through, for
example, micro-credit programmes.2 While useful, this response has not increased women’s economic
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empowerment substantially for a number of reasons. Income, although important, is not enough. Women’s
economic empowerment requires an increase in control over their income and household finances, greater
influence in economic decision making at every level, access to essential services and social protection
and macroeconomic policies that enable the realisation of women’s rights.
In order to support countries in reducing poverty and promoting equality, it is important that the WBG
adopts an approach to substantive gender equality that considers not only the differential economic
opportunities and assets available to women and girls, but understands the structural inequalities that deny
women the realization of their full range of rights. This includes inequalities across the following areas:
-

Health, particularly in relation to the realization of sexual and reproductive health and rights (SRHR);
Sexual and Gender-Based Violence;
Education, including availability of comprehensive sexuality education;
The disproportionate unpaid care responsibility that women and girls face worldwide;
The impact of macroeconomic policies on women’s rights, including access to decent work; and,
Women’s participation and decision-making across public and political life.

The WEJ working group recommends that the WBG adopts a more holistic approach to achieving
substantive gender equality within its strategy. This requires that the WBG addresses the wide
range of structural inequalities that curtail women’s rights and limit their empowerment.

What are examples of policies approaches and programs (either by the public or private sector)
that have helped remove economic and social constraints to women and girls and that the World
Bank Group strategy could learn from?
1. Increasing women’s economic opportunities requires recognizing, reducing and
redistributing women’s responsibility of unpaid care work
Worldwide, women spend at least twice as much time on unpaid care work compared to men.3 In Africa,
women account for two thirds of caregivers for people living with HIV.4 Increasing women’s paid
employment may have unintended negative consequences particularly if they continue to bear primary
responsibility for care work with little or no support in the form of childcare, infrastructure and essential
public services. Economic empowerment, particularly for the most marginalized women, requires
investment in social infrastructure, essential public services and care sensitive social protection.
For example, the level of care work women face affects women’s access to sexual and reproductive health
services, both in terms of time burdens as well as practical barriers that directly limit their access to critical
services. The reverse is true as well: without access to essential sexual and reproductive health services
such as family planning, women cannot choose if and when and how many children to have. This can, in
turn, increase women’s care burden and impacts the health and economic consequences that result from
unplanned and/or frequent pregnancies, such as unsafe abortions.5
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Provisions for family friendly policies, maternity leave and public care services are primary elements of any
policy attempt to draw women into paid work in a fair and empowering way. For example, in Guatemala
City, the introduction of community day care increased the income of mothers by 30 per cent and made
them more likely to be employed in the formal sector.6 In rural Colombia, community day care had positive
impacts on women’s labour participation, as well as benefits for children’s well-being, while a pre-school
programme in Argentina increased women’s employment by 7–14 per cent.7. In addition, there is a need to
tackle social norms that see the domain of care work as a women’s work. For example, in Sierra Leone
Christian Aid’s partner SEND is working with couples to ensure a more equitable sharing of household
chores and caring duties. Investing in low-carbon decentralised energy and other time saving technologies
is also critical to reduce time spent on care and its drudgery elements.
The WEJ working group recommends that the WBG Gender Strategy should recognise the
contribution of unpaid care work to the economy and promote infrastructure, time-saving
technologies and quality public services such as childcare, care for the elderly, healthcare and
regulatory frameworks for universal access to SRHR. The Gender Strategy should commit the WBG
to understanding the direct or indirect impact of its work on women’s unpaid care.
Such an approach would include:
-

-

Supporting and promoting gender-responsive fiscal policies, including tax policy, that invest
in social infrastructure and high quality public services e.g. through its technical assistance
through country development programs, as well as specific initiatives such as Doing
Business rankings, and Women, Business and the Law reports.
Supporting and promoting the development of low-carbon decentralised energy solutions,
including clean cook stoves and public transport;
Investing in quality and rights based SRHR services, commodities and information; and,
Ensuring that programmes to deliver employment for women are care sensitive, for example
by providing care facilities on site and family friendly policies.

2. Macroeconomic policies must support women’s access to decent work
Key multilateral agencies such as UN Women acknowledge that not all pathways to economic development
advance gender equality.8 UN Women notes that some patterns of economic growth rely on maintaining
gender inequalities in conditions of work and earnings and enforcing unequal patterns of unpaid work.9 A
greater understanding is needed of how current growth models impact negatively on women and girls, and
the development of alternative models.10 This would include recognition of the different impact of all
policies– including taxation, trade and investment – on women and men with measures to promote gender
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equality and ensure that women are not disadvantaged.11 It would also include a greater commitment to the
creation of decent work opportunities, the provision of high quality public services, accepting the
responsibility of governments to provide care rather than depend on the invisible, unremunerated provision
by women within households and communities.12
Women’s economic empowerment initiatives will only succeed if they are located within a broader
transformation of the way in which economic resources are governed.13 This will require lasting change in
economic decision making, and in the distribution of, access to, and control over resources in favour of
women who are marginalized and living in poverty.14 Ultimately, it is important that social and economic
policies work together to create a virtuous cycle of generating decent work and gender-responsive social
protection and social services, alongside enabling macroeconomic policies that prioritize investment in the
social infrastructure.15
The WEJ working group recommends that the WBG adopts an approach that explicitly recognizes
the interrelationship between economic policies and gender equality. Such an approach would pay
attention to:









Systematically reviewing the impact of macroeconomic and fiscal policies on women and
rectifying inequalities;
Implementing policies to redress women’s inequality at work;
Challenging discriminatory social norms and gender stereotyping that underpin
macroeconomic and fiscal policies;
Promoting the review of domestic revenue mobilization policies, including all tax
policies, to identify explicit and implicit gender impacts for women’s unpaid care, paid
work and unpaid labour;
Promoting investment in data to enable accurate gender impact assessments of tax
instruments, actual disaggregated data on income, expenditure and consumption for all
individuals, as well as for households, families, and all business forms;
Promoting an increase in the share of tax and budget policies and laws subject to
periodic, participatory gender equality analysis;
Supporting budgetary transparency mechanisms that allow for the public scrutiny of the
costs and benefits of tax and Domestic Revenue Mobilization (DRM) policies based on
gender equality, human rights and environmental protection principles; and,
Support reforms to tackle global tax dodging, including by transnational corporations in
order to increase the domestic resources available to promote gender equality.
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3. Women’s access to the financial sector
The financial sector has been one key target of discussion in terms of gender equality. The WBG’s own
research has shown that women disproportionately lack access to financial services.16 This gap is widening
in developing countries. 17 Use of financial services remains significantly related to gender, even after
controlling for a host of individual characteristics, including income, education, employment status, rural
residency and age. In recent years the International Finance Corporation (IFC) has sought to promote
women’s economic empowerment, including through investments in Financial Intermediaries (FIs). For
example in March 2013, the IFC teamed up with multinational company Coca-Cola to launch a $100
million, three-year joint initiative to provide access to finance for women entrepreneurs in Eurasia and
Africa.18 In March 2014 it signed an agreement with international investment bank Goldman Sachs which it
claims will support up to 100,000 women small and medium sized business owners in gaining access to
capital.19
However, questions remain about the mechanism of women’s integration into the financial system and
whether the IFC’s approach promotes the necessary structural changes that empower women and support
women’s rights. In IFC supported financial sector institutions, women may be seen more as a source of
profit, essentially as untapped markets. The microfinance industry, in particular, has been criticized for
loading women with unsustainable debt without sufficiently dealing with the underlying economic, social,
cultural and legal barriers to women’s equality. There are also concerns about the power dynamics
generated by microfinance’s use of community shame to ensure repayment compliance. The IFC itself is
unable to assess the gender impact of its investments because there is little to no knowledge about the
ground-level social implications of the IFC’s investments. At best, the IFC might measure data about the
reach of its financial sector clients in a sex- disaggregated way, but little beyond that. Assessing the real
gender impacts constitutes an important future line of enquiry into the FI agenda.20
The WEJ working group recommends that the WBG employs a rights-based approach to
addressing women’s economic equality, including supporting macroeconomic policies that
advance women’s rights.

In your experience, what are the best examples of policies and programs that have created access
to better jobs for both women and men? What made these work?
1. Invest in the public sector as both a service provider and key employer of women
Entering employment does not automatically lead to empowerment and equality for women. Many women
and men, especially in developing countries, simply do not earn a living wage – in other words, enough to
have a decent standard of living and meet their own and their families’ basic needs. What’s more, as noted
16
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in Gender at Work, the WBG’s companion to its World Development Report on Jobs, women consistently
earn less than men and no country has reached gender wage parity. They earn on average 10 to 30
percent less than men for work of equal value. In developing countries women are concentrated in informal
work and less likely to have full-time wage jobs with a formal employer. Policies and programmes which
prioritise job creation without attention to gender discrimination in the labour market are at risk of reinforcing
and exacerbating gender inequality.
The public sector is an important source of jobs, as well as providing services that benefit both the
economy and society more broadly.21 Women working in the public sector are concentrated in health,
education and care services, which both support and reduce women’s unpaid care and domestic work. The
public sector has historically been an important source of formal wage employment for women, providing
decent pay, good employment conditions, job security and pension contributions linked to high levels of
unionization and opportunities for collective bargaining.22 The public sector can play an important role in
setting and advancing standards for gender equality policies for the private sector. However, austerity
policies have led to a sharp downward trend in public sector employment; this has disproportionately hurt
women as they depend on public services more and are more likely to be employed by the public sector.
Scaling up public services to achieve women’s rights will require the creation of new jobs. Globally 10.3
million additional health workers are required to ensure the effective delivery of universal health care and
this presents a major opportunity to create decent employment for women in these sectors.23 Capitalizing
on this opportunity would be beneficial in more ways than one. It would provide support for women’s wellbeing as well as employment and wider economic benefits.
The WEJ working group recommends that the WBG should prioritize the creation of decent jobs
and investment in well-resourced public services, which have the potential to support and reduce
women’s unpaid care work and meet their sexual and reproductive health needs, as well as
providing good quality jobs for women.

2. Address the causes of violence against women and girls (VAWG) and ensure women are
not at more risk of violence due to increased economic participation.
It is positive that the Gender Strategy acknowledges the importance of addressing VAWG, including
through challenging social norms. VAWG is one of the most pervasive human rights abuses and is
estimated to cost between 1.2 and 3.7 percent of GDP.24 Violence impacts on a woman’s ability to earn an
income and has negative consequences for their employers as it limits their levels of productivity. 25
Women’s economic empowerment can be a key driver in challenging the social norms which create VAWG,
and in allowing women to have the resources to leave violent relationships. However, women can
experience increased violence as a result of their employment or economic activity, and it is important that
the WBG’s Gender Strategy, to increase women’s economic participation acknowledges and mitigates
21
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against any increased risk of violence which this could result in. Women can experience an increased risk
of violence as they travel to and from work, while they are at work as the result of being in public spaces, or
from their employers themselves.26 For example, UN Women found that 55 percent of women working in
market spaces in Papua New Guinea had experienced sexual violence in the previous year.27 Oxfam found
through its work with strawberry pickers in Morocco that women were frequently experiencing sexual
harassment from their supervisors.28
Women’s increased economic independence can also challenge the power balance within their family or
community, resulting in the use of violence to redress it.29 The relationship between violence, economic
empowerment and social norms is therefore complex and context specific.
The WEJ working group recommends that the WBG adopts a context specific approach to ensuring
that increasing women’s economic participation and access to assets does not increase their risk
of violence, and works to prevent VAWG, including through addressing harmful social norms.

3. Women and Agriculture
Women constitute an estimated 43 per cent of the global labour force in agriculture, and in sub-Saharan
Africa, women make up close to an estimated 50 per cent of the agricultural workforce.30 Yet, there is a
widespread and deep-rooted bias against women farmers - women working in the agriculture, forestry and
fisheries sectors have received only 7-9 percent of agricultural development assistance in recent years.
Women farmers face a range of unique production and marketing constraints. These include time spent on
unpaid care work and social norms preventing them from participating in decisions, collective action, and
accessing essential services and skills training. As a result, they produce, on average, up to a third less
than their male counterparts. The Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO) has
calculated that, given the same access to agricultural resources, women farmers can be just as productive
as men, which in turn would translate into up to 4 per cent increase in agricultural output in the developing
world.
Therefore, all WBG’s projects and programmes aiming to develop the agricultural sector should be
underpinned by gender-sensitive problem analysis, and promote solutions that address gender inequality
directly. This is not currently the case. For example, the Enabling the Business of Agriculture (EBA) project,
which aims to identify and monitor policies and regulations that impact how markets function in the
agricultural sector, in order to provide policy makers with accurate, evidence-based data and analysis to
help them improve policies, has so far failed to ask gender-disaggregated questions about most of the
regulations and policies it aims to monitor. The project team and donors to the project should ensure that
every policy area the project will be monitoring includes gender analysis and impact assessments.
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How can the World Bank Group better support countries and companies in their efforts to
strengthen their systems and institutions with respect to gender equality to yield more sustainable
results?
1. Measure the things that matters
Accurate disaggregated data are critical for informing policies and advancing gender equality. These data
give us a better picture of what progress has been made and can encourage political will to act on areas
where progress is stalling. Increasing the capacity to produce reliable, accurate and timely statistics, in
particular gender statistics, remains a formidable challenge for many countries. For example, despite the
United Nations definition of ‘adolescent’ as anyone between the ages of 10 and 19, most of the
internationally comparable statistics and estimates available on adolescent pregnancies or births cover
only part of the cohort – ages 15 to 19. Similarly, when women reach the age of 49 they virtually drop off
statistics. Improvement on disaggregation of data by sex, age and other categories such as marital status,
ethnicity, caste, disability and location is crucial to understand what particular challenges different groups of
women face and inform policy responses.
Sex- disaggregated employment and wage data is limited. This weakness in the data points to a further
aspect of women’s economic inequality: that of data gaps. As the WBG notes, the coverage, definitions and
methods of compiling wage statistics differ significantly and in the absence of strong, reliable data and
investments in countries’ capacity to improve tracking and comparison of key gender indicators, our
understanding of the true scale of the injustice of women’s economic inequality is constrained and
potentially underestimated.31
The WEJ working group recommends that the WBG prioritize greater investment and effort to fill
knowledge gaps and collect robust data on women’s participation in the labour market and wider
economy. We further recommend that the WBG work with governments and companies to increase
data collection disaggregated by sex and age. In addition, there is a need to extend the
implementation of time use surveys which have proved a valuable instrument to quantify and make
visible the time women spend on unpaid care.
Gender-responsive budgeting is a widely applied approach that aims to guide the formulation of fiscal and
budgetary policies to enhance gender equality outcomes. Gender-responsive budgeting involves analysis
of the gender-specific impacts of the allocation of public spending, taxation and public service delivery
using sex-disaggregated data on the beneficiaries of different categories of spending or service provision
and on the incidence of taxation.32 A gender analysis of national budgets should also, ideally, examine
fiscal policy at the aggregate level: total spending, total revenues and deficit financing. Investing in sexdisaggregated income and expenditure data would greatly enhance the degree to which fiscal policies can
be gender responsive.
The WEJ working group recommends that the WBG supports governments to use genderresponsive budgeting to guide revenue mobilization and spending decisions.
It is important that that the WBG’s Regional Gender Action Plans, as well as the Country Gender
Assessments, are underpinned by strong systems of accountability as well as frameworks that monitor
31
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progress against core gender and SRHR indicators. This requires transparency on the part of the WBG,
donor community and national governments to collect and monitor timely and relevant data.
The WEJ working group recommends that the WBG collects, disaggregates and analyses data on
its own impact on gender equality and sexual and reproductive health and rights.

2. Ensure safeguards and accountability, particularly with private sector engagement
While acknowledging the need to ensure a mix of financing mechanisms in delivering SRH services and
advancing gender equality, the WBG’s engagement with the private sector must be rights-based and
equitable.
The WEJ working group recommends that the WBG undertakes robust gender impact assessments
before recommending private sector engagement in its work.
In particular, we are concerned about the weight given within the Gender Strategy to engage the IFC in
advancing gender equality. This is particularly poignant in light of recent reports of gross violations of
human rights through IFC lending.33
Financial intermediaries
The issue of the IFC’s investment via FIs, including commercial banks, private equity and hedge funds, is
emerging as increasingly problematic. Between July 2009 and June 2013 the IFC invested $36 billion in
FIs.34 These investments lack accountability because of the absence of important measures that apply to
other WBG lending/projects, such as third-party verification by independent auditors, public disclosure of
subprojects, sufficient capacity-building for clients ahead of investment and the absence of binding
measures in contracts with FI clients to enable sanction for wrong-doing. This lack of scrutiny has had
harmful impacts on many of the communities affected by FI investments. A 2015 joint NGO report
highlighted, via a number of case studies, that women are particularly affected through loss of access to
common resources on which their families depend, and in some cases sexual violence. The cases also
demonstrate a systemic failure of the IFC to identify risks, and where they do become aware of problems,
to take effective action to intervene. The IFC’s failure to be able to account for the impacts of its clients’
subprojects renders it blind to the disproportionate impacts of its investments on women.35
The WEJ working group recommends that the WBG ensures that robust gender- sensitive policies
are in place when financing is mobilized through its private sector arm, the IFC, to ensure that
human rights protections are in place, particularly when subsidiary companies are employed to
deliver health services. The group also recommends the need for transparency of FI sub-projects
so that women and girls can avail themselves of grievance mechanisms available (the CAO). The
role of Development Policy Lending and the World Bank/ IFC advisory services have also played a
part in undermining labour rights.
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Infrastructure
How infrastructure projects are initiated and designed can have significant impact on women’s access to
services, such as water and energy provision, for which women and girls are often responsible. The WBG’s
push for large scale “transformational” infrastructure raises additional concerns, where not only questions
around access and costs can be limiting, but can also imply more substantial changes in circumstances
where the scale or location of the project requires resettlement or implies other significant impacts on the
environment that can impact negatively on women and children in particular. The renewed focus on publicprivate partnerships (PPPs) raise additional concerns; following the Independent Evaluation Group’s (IEG)
2014 review of the Bank’s support for PPPs finding that “little is recorded on the effects of PPPs on the
poor”. Moreover ‘gender’ or ‘women’ does not receive a single mention in the IEG review, suggesting that
no data is available from the Bank, hence the gendered impacts of PPPs are not known.
Infrastructure projects implemented by the WBG have the potential of reducing the impact of unpaid care
responsibilities, through increasing access to water, transport, and energy. Consulting with and taking the
needs of women into consideration should therefore be a priority for WBG infrastructure projects in order to
ensure consistency and coherence with the aim of increasing women’s economic opportunities. A study of
WBG infrastructure projects in sub-Saharan Africa found that they failed to take unpaid care into
consideration, and were implemented in gender insensitive ways as they failed to consider the needs of
women.36
The WEJ group recommends that the Gender Strategy should include considerations of gender
impacts, including related to unpaid care responsibilities, mandatory for all WBG infrastructure
projects. This should include consultations with women during the project preparation phase to
establish their needs and consider how to best reduce their unpaid care responsibilities through
infrastructure investments, and to monitor and follow this up during project implementation.

Any other comment or suggestion that you may have
1. Opportunities for the Gender Strategy to strengthen mainstreaming across the WBG
The WEJ working group notes that the creation of 14 global practices, including health and education, and
five cross-cutting solutions areas, including gender, has led to the centralisation of country programmes,
which has been problematic.37 This approach risks creating a disconnect between different global practices,
and in particular, of the cross-cutting solutions area ‘gender’, falling into the gap. This risk already been
identified in respect of children’s programmes by the IEG, in a May 2015 report: World Bank support to
early childhood development. The report found that the WBG “lacks a strategic framework and an
organisational structure to support a coordinated approach across global practices toward the development
of children.” It pointed out that while the Bank’s 2012 World Development Report “highlights the
importance of twin-generational approaches to women’s economic empowerment and support to their
children’s development through quality childcare … synergies have not been established between the
Bank’s work in gender and early childhood development.”38
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A holistic approach to gender equality can be achieved only if substantive gender equality is mainstreamed
effectively across the WBG, including across its work on fiscal policy management, regulation and
investment. Such an approach would require additional resourcing for the WBG’s gender team. In addition,
consolidating the WBG’s expertise on gender equality could be achieved through ensuring there are focal
points on gender equality across the WBG’s global practices and regional offices, as well as including
objectives related to gender and accountability within the WBG’s Corporate Scorecard.
2. Developing and strengthening diagnostic tools
The WEJ working group welcomes the WBG’s commitment to develop and strengthen diagnostic tools to
enable a better understanding of country and sector-specific constraints to more and better jobs and
barriers to ownership and control of assets. However, it is vital that the country analysis investigates not
only what the constraints are – including as noted in the strategy gender based violence, unpaid care,
occupation segregation – but why these inequalities exist and how best to address the causes.

About the WEJ working group
The Women’s Economic Justice group is part of the UK Gender and Development Network. The group’s
mandate is to develop and promote policy recommendations towards the achievement of women’s
economic rights and justice. Member organisations of the group which have contributed to this submission
are International Planned Parenthood Federation (IPPF), Christian Aid, ActionAid UK, Oxfam GB, Bretton
Woods Project and Progressio. The views expressed in this paper do not necessarily represent the views
of all the members of the group.
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