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Women’s economic empowerment in the changing world of work 
Recommendations to governments 

 
 

The 61st Commission on the Status of Women (CSW61) 
CSW61 will bring together governments from around the world to discuss gender equality and to produce 
an outcome document of agreed conclusions on 13-27 March 2017.1 The priority theme this year is 
women’s economic empowerment in the changing world of work, also the subject of a new report by the UN 
Secretary-General.2 In addition, the review theme is challenges and achievements in the implementation of 
the Millennium Development Goals for women and girls, revisiting the agreed conclusions of the 58th 
session, while the emerging issue/focus area is the empowerment of indigenous women.3  
 
This fact sheet looks at the structural economic barriers to women’s economic empowerment (WEE) and 
makes recommendations as to what should be included in CSW deliberations. The Gender & Development 
Network (GADN) has also produced in-depth briefings on these issues that can be found on our website.4 
 

What is WEE – and why is it important? 
In every country, women have fewer economic choices, less income and less control of assets than men.5 
They are more likely to work in low paying, insecure jobs, often in the informal economy and without legal 
protection. Eighty per cent of household food is produced by women, but globally they control less than two 
per cent of land.6 Women’s labour force participation rates are as low as 20 per cent in some regions and 
the global wage gap sits at 23 per cent, leaving women of all ages at a distinct economic disadvantage.7 
Women also make a substantial but invisible contribution to the global economy through their unpaid care 
work, which in turn reduces their access to income.8 
 

 

There is no universally agreed definition of women’s economic empowerment (WEE). Any 
description of WEE should include women’s capacity to benefit from economic activities on terms that 
recognise the value of their contribution, respect their dignity and enable them to negotiate a fair 
distribution of returns.9 Other definitions suggest that women’s economic empowerment is achieved 
when women of all ages have equal access to and control over resources and equal participation and 
influence in economic decision-making.  

 

WEE entails building women’s capacity and autonomy to exercise real power in their own lives, with women 
organising themselves for change – and governments respecting, protecting and fulfilling their rights to do 
so. It also requires governments to recognise and remove the social and economic barriers to women, and 
particularly those facing multiple discriminations of race, sexuality, migrant status or other factors. This will 
require full consultation with women’s rights organisations including those working with, and comprised of, 
the most marginalised women and oppressed peoples, whether in the Global North or South. 
 
A complex mix of interdependent interventions is needed. Past debates on WEE have primarily focused on 
providing opportunities for individual women in the forms of skills, training and credit, while the structural 
barriers, and particularly the economic ones, have too often been overlooked. Every aspect of work will 
need to be addressed – paid and unpaid work, informal or formal employment, in the home or elsewhere. 
 
Here GADN outlines a list of areas that we consider central to achieving progress, areas where 
urgent action is both needed and possible, as well as our proposed recommendations.10 
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Decent work 
Getting women into paid work is often seen as the solution to WEE, but work is not necessarily empowering 
if the jobs are poor quality, low paid, insecure and dangerous. Globally, the majority of women in paid work 
are in the informal sector, where the problem is particularly acute with little or no regulation and no work-
based health or unemployment benefits.11 Many workers in the new “gig economy” are also now excluded 
from minimum wage regulation and have less access to rights or protection in than in formal economies.12  
 
The answer lies in decent work, which includes empowering elements such as adequate minimum wage 
(shown to be one of the best ways to reduce the gender pay gap), the right to join a trade union (supported 
by freedom of association and collective bargaining), parental leave and flexible work legislation, and 
measures to improve safety at work such as the proposed ILO convention on gender-based violence in the 
world of work. For the many women, extending social and legal protection in a way that benefits informal 
and own-account workers will be part of the solution.13 
 

Recommendations on decent work 

 Governments should promote and protect labour regulations, including collective bargaining and 

freedom of association, that promote ‘decent work’ for all women.  

 Governments should create more decent work for women by investing in public sector jobs where 

women are disproportionately represented.  

 Governments should ensure that employment regulations and social and legal protection are extended 

to cover workers in the informal economy. 

 Governments should set, and enforce, minimum wage levels sufficient for workers to attain their right to 

an adequate standard of living.  

 Governments should support the proposed ILO convention on gender based violence in the world of 

work and ratify Convention 189 on domestic workers.  

 

Decent work: The ILO and others use the concept of decent work, which “delivers a fair income, 
security in the workplace and social protection for families, better prospects for personal development 
and social integration, freedom for people to express their concerns, organize and participate in the 
decisions that affect their lives and equality of opportunity and treatment for all women and men.”14  
 
Informal economy: This refers to work not monitored or regulated by governments, where employees 
have limited labour rights and so may face poor pay and conditions without social benefits such as sick 
pay or pensions. Women, in particular those who are migrants or unskilled and with less access to 
capital and other productive resources, have restricted opportunities in the formal economy are 
disproportionately represented in these informal low-quality jobs.15 
 
Gig economy: Advances in technology have made a new relationship between employer and 
employee possible, replacing the traditional contract with the much looser contract between service 
purchaser (or “clients”) and service providers (workers). Possibly the best known example globally is 
taxi provider Uber, yet the gig economy has also taken hold across sectors where women are 
traditionally overrepresented, including the care and domestic work sector.16 

 

Universal social protection 
For many women, particularly older women or women with disabilities, paid work may not be an option. 
Universal social protection is vital to ensure WEE across the life cycle. In particular, pensions and other 
benefits should not be based on in-work contributions, as this disproportionately excludes women who take 
time off paid work or rely on informal sector work because of their unpaid care work burdens. The design of 
social protection measures should be gender sensitive, taking into account the particular barriers faced by 
women at each stage of their lives.17 
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Recommendations on social protection  

 Governments should ensure adequate social protection is universally available, irrespective of past in-

work contributions.  

 
 

Social protection: This encompasses a variety of measures used to prevent, manage and mitigate 
situations that harm people’s living standards including parental benefits and legal protection, 
unemployment benefit, childcare provision, employment guarantees schemes and pensions.18 

 

Unpaid care work 
Women’s disproportionate burden of unpaid care work creates a web of barriers to WEE. For individual 
women, time spent on unpaid care work prevents them from engaging in paid work, particularly in the 
formal sector, as well as participating in education, politics and social activity. Feminist economists see this 
work as crucial to the “care economy,” sustaining both the labour force and others in society and enhancing 
the wellbeing of all. As such, it should be valued equally with the “productive economy.” However the 
contribution of unpaid care work to the economy and society is often invisible and undervalued. 
Policymakers frequently ignore the enormous contribution unpaid care work makes to maintaining current 
and future workforces and improving the wellbeing of society. If its value were included in national 
accounts, unpaid care work in India would contribute 39 per cent of GDP, while in Mexico it makes up 21 
per cent of GDP – more than manufacturing, commerce, real estate, mining, construction, or transport and 
storage.19 Women’s time is seen as infinitely elastic, leading to poor policymaking. For example, austerity 
cuts in public services frequently assume that women will be able to fill in the gaps, creating extra burdens 
on women’s time and reducing the quality of care available to those who need it. 
 
Solutions lie in four key areas. First is the reduction of the time burden of unpaid care work through 
investment in time saving technology (like better stoves) and publically funded health and care services. 
Second is the redistribution of unpaid care work from women to men and, especially in marginalised 
communities, from families to the state through increased public spending on care services. Third, 
governments must recognise unpaid care work through investment in time-use surveys and inclusion of its 
value in national accounts.20 Finally, governments must create avenues for carers to participate in decision-
making and achieve meaningful representation of their views. 
 

Recommendations on unpaid care work 

 Governments should reduce the time spent on unpaid care work by investing in labour saving 

equipment and infrastructure including water, electricity and public transportation.   

 Governments should ensure that high quality care services are accessible and affordable to all. 

 The economic value of unpaid care work should be measured, with better data collection, and included 

in national accounts. 

 
 

Unpaid care work: Taking place both in the household and in the wider community, unpaid care work 
includes domestic work such as cooking and food preparation, cleaning, washing clothes, water and 
fuel collection, and direct care of people including children, elders, people living with disability or 
illness, and able-bodied adults. Unpaid care work is sometimes defined as including domestic work; in 
other cases the term unpaid care and domestic work is used to highlight the difference between these 
two types of activity. Unpaid care work does not include the unpaid work that many women do for their 
family businesses. 

 

Discriminatory social norms 
Behind many of the barriers to WEE are discriminatory social norms that reinforce assumptions about 
women as carers and men as breadwinners. These false assumptions legitimise economic inequality 
between genders, justifying occupational segregation and lower pay for women and making their exclusion 
from decision-making seem “natural,” relegating them to the home and not the public world of paid work. 
Challenging these discriminatory norms requires education, awareness and also recognition of the value of 
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traditional “women’s work,” particularly around care. Acknowledgement of unpaid care work as work, and 
the central contribution of this work to the economy and society, will play an important role in paving the 
way for new more positive norms around women’s work. 
 

Recommendations on discriminatory social norms  

 Social norms discriminating against women for example by suggesting that care within the household is 

“women’s work,” should be challenged by governments for example with publically funded education 

initiatives and advertising campaigns.  

 Governments should increase funding for women’s rights and feminist movements whose work 

challenges discriminatory social norms.  

 
 

Social norms: Widely shared beliefs and practices often codified in formal and informal laws. 

 

Corporate regulation 
A more nuanced and critical approach is needed to the role of the private sector in the attainment of 
WEE. There are strong examples of best practice among corporations, but in too many cases the duty of 
the private sector to respect and promote human rights is not upheld, with abuses particularly evident in the 
operations of transnational corporations and ranging from low pay to dangerous working conditions.21 
Predatory extractive industries have had a particularly devastating impact on local land access and the 
environment, exposing the need for tougher regulation and protection so that affected communities, and 
women within those communities, can freely exercise their right to informed consent.  
 
To ensure best practice among all corporations, legally binding regulation will be needed, including national 
action plans on business and human rights.22 As employers, transnational corporations must guarantee 
throughout their supply chains the right to freedom of association and collective bargaining, living wages, 
secure contracts and safe working conditions with zero tolerance for violence against women and girls. A 
group of governments, led by Ecuador, successfully advocated for the adoption of a UN Human Rights 
Council resolution to develop a legally binding instrument “to regulate, in international human rights law, the 
activities of transnational corporations and other business enterprises.”23 Civil society organisations have 
supported the resolution and the establishment in 2014 of a UN Human Rights Council working group to 
consider such a legally binding instrument.24  
 
Corporations must also pay a fair share of taxes in each country in which they operate and stop lobbying 
for tax breaks and Special Economic Zones where workers rights are suspended in order to attract foreign 
companies to invest. National and international efforts are required to tackle global tax dodging and so 
increase the domestic resources available to promote gender equality. 
 

Recommendations on corporate regulation  

 Governments should support the UN Human Rights Council working group in developing legally binding 
regulation to ensure corporations respect and promote women’s human rights. 

 Governments should develop gender-sensitive national action plans to implement the UN Guiding 
Principles on Business and Human Rights setting  out the actions needed to ensure a gender sensitive 
human rights due diligence throughout global supply chains. 

 Governments must ensure that all corporations pay a fair share of taxes in each country in which they 
operate through support for public country-by-country reporting and by democratizing decision-making 
on global tax reform.  

 Governments should undertake gender equality, human rights and environmental impact assessments 
on the tax incentives they offer corporations.   
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Regulation of markets and corporations: Orthodox economists argue that markets should be 

regulated to protect corporate profit, which in turn will lead to increased growth. A range of alternative 

economists argue that markets should be regulated in pursuit of human rights and other social goals 

such as the SDGs. Progressive economists also highlight that markets alone cannot be relied upon to 

ensure sufficient decent work, to provide quality care for all who need it or to ensure environmental 

sustainability. A number of civil society groups have also pointed to the extent of corporate lobbying of 

decision makers, often blocking effective regulation measures before they can be adopted.25 

 

An enabling macroeconomic environment 
Attempts to achieve WEE will be undermined without an enabling macroeconomic environment, which is 
essential to achieving gender equality.26 Through their economic policies, governments make political 
choices about the way resources are raised and allocated. Good political choices on macroeconomic policy 
can promote WEE by, for example, ensuring there are sufficient public resources for gender equality; using 
gender-responsive budgeting to ensure these resources are allocated to implement laws, policies and 
programmes promoting gender equality; creating decent work through public investment; and increasing 
the provision of public services.27 Such policies can also reduce the risk of economic shocks and crises, 
which tend to hit women particularly hard as they are more likely to lose their jobs and have to fill in the 
gaps created by austerity cuts in public services.28  
 
Creating an enabling macroeconomic environment is feasible. For example, research by the ITUC and UN 
Women has shown that governments that borrow in order to invest in “social infrastructure” (health, 
education and care services that are part of the fabric of the economy) can increase employment for all, but 
particularly for women, while also improving the availability of care services to communities. Moreover they 
found that this investment leads to greater tax revenues in the future, with more women working in better-
paid jobs, and so is self-sustaining.29  
 
The orthodox macroeconomic policies favoured by many governments and international financial 
institutions tend to undermine gender equality and WEE.30 The International Monetary fund in particular 
makes specific recommendations on macroeconomic policy to almost all countries in the world, and 
attaches stringent conditions to the loans it provides to developing countries, including increases in 
regressive forms of taxation, cuts in public services and restriction of labour rights – all of which constrain 
governments from pursuing WEE.31 In addition, governments’ efforts to promote WEE are constrained by 
trade agreements that can prevent them from protecting small agricultural enterprises that are frequently 
headed by women.32 
 

Recommendations on macroeconomic policy 

 Governments should publically and explicitly re-affirm their commit to ensuring that macroeconomic 

policy promotes gender equality and women’s rights. 

 Governments should maximise the resources available to promote gender equality and women’s rights 

using fiscal and monetary policy.  

 Gender responsive budgeting should be used by governments to ensure sufficient resources are 

allocated to implement laws, policies and programmes promoting gender equality, involving women-led 

civil society organisations in the process.  

 Governments should adopt progressive tax regimes that ensure revenue is raised in a way that does 

not reinforce economic or gender inequality. 

 Governments should use counter-cyclical macro-economic policies to reduce the risk of economic 
shocks, and ensure that women are not expected to bear the cost of economic crisis when they occur. 

 IMF board members should ensure that loan programmes are agreed only after gender impact 
assessments are conducted, to ensure that gender equality and women’s rights are not undermined. 

 In negotiating trade agreements governments should protect the policy space of all governments to 

pursue macroeconomic policies that promote gender equality. 
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Macroeconomic policies: Those policies that affect the working of the economy as a whole and the 

distribution of resources within it. They include fiscal and monetary policy.  

 

Fiscal policy: Laid out in government budgets and covering how governments raise revenue (usually 

taxation), how they spend that revenue and whether they spend more than they raise (budget deficit). 

There is debate among economists whether budgets should be large or small (raising and spending 

more or less), and whether governments should borrow to create growth (deficit financing). Under 

Article II of the International Covenant on Economic Social and Cultural Rights, each government is 

responsible for progressing towards realising rights “to the maximum of its available resources.”33  

 

Monetary policy: Determines interest rates, exchange rates and the regulation of the financial sector. 

Orthodox theory suggests that it should be used to keep inflation low, but other economists argue that 

some inflation is good as it means that interest rates can be lowered leading to more investment and 

so more employment creation. 

 

Gender-responsive budgeting (GRB): Used to assess the impact of policies on gender equality and 

women’s rights and rectify imbalances. GRB includes tools like gender audits of ministries and gender 

impact assessments of specific policies. 

 

Trade policy: Uses tariffs (taxes on exports and imports), import quotas (restrictions on the quantity of 

goods that can be imported) and export subsidies to reduce the cost of exports and incentivise sales 

abroad. Trade liberalisation, or efforts to make international trade easier, is the goal of current trade 

agreements but this produces winners and losers. Many governments have put restrictions on trade to 

protect nascent domestic industries from competition.34 Under international law, trade and investment 

agreements are subordinate to the Universal Declaration on Human Rights.35 

 

Learn more 
 

 Transforming women’s work: policies for an inclusive economic agenda, by Radhika 
Balakrishnan, Lisa McGowan and Cassandra Waters, 2016 

 Challenging corporate power: struggles for women’s rights, economic and gender justice, by 
Rachel Moussié, 2016 

 Breaking down the barriers: macroeconomic policies that promote women’s economic 
equality, by GADN, 2016  

 Sharing the load: unpaid care work and women’s economic empowerment, by GADN, 2017 

 How governments can achieve women’s economic empowerment, by GADN, 2017 

 Why macroeconomic policy matters for gender equality, UN Women policy brief no. 4, 2016 
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