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GENDER EQUALITY AND GLOBAL PUBLIC GOODS: SOME REFLECTIONS 
ON SHARED PRIORITIES2 
 
 
I. Background and Purpose 
 
This paper is intended to provide some initial reflections for the OECD Development 
Assistance Committee (DAC) Network on Gender Equality on whether, and to what 
degree, linkages can be made between the work on Global Public Goods (GPGs) and the 
promotion of gender equality and women’s empowerment, as called for in Millennium 
Development Goal #3.  The paper is intended as background for GENDERNET members 
in the context of the Strategic Reflection exercise undertaken by the OECD DAC on the 
future of development assistance (Box 1).  
 
Box 1: Strategic Reflection on Development Assistance 
 
The Reflection Group produced a report in May 2009, which recommended four strategic priorities: 
 

 Successful development needs more than aid (including policy coherence for development and 
integration of global public goods). 

 Reform of the global development architecture. 
 Stepping up commitments and their implementation. 
 Stepping up action to achieve agreed development targets, including actions to “address shared global 

priorities.” 
 
Source: DCD 2009. 
 
The issue of “shared global priorities” has gained renewed momentum in the wake of the 
recent fuel, food, and financial crises, which, alongside persistent conflict, state fragility, 
HIV/AIDS, and emerging global health issues (avian flu, swine flu), have brought into 
sharper focus the need for global responses, and appropriate global mechanisms, to tackle 
these challenges. The call for a global response is increasingly urgent.  
 

Acute crises, the most recent of which is the global economic crisis, now happen with increasing 
frequency. At the same time, the world faces a series of longer-term but no less urgent global 
challenges. These include climate change, conflict and insecurity, pandemics, and the consequences 
of a range of longer-term demographic, economic and environmental shifts. A more inter-connected 
world increases the sense in which these threats are shared. Nation states by and large remain the 
primary unit of identity in the world. Yet welfare is increasingly influenced by global phenomena, 
and much human endeavour takes place through non-state structures. States experiencing conflict 
and fragility, in which one billion people live, struggle to function at all. 
Source: DCD 2009:6. 

 
                                                 
2  This paper was prepared by C. Mark Blackden, independent consultant. I am particularly indebted to 

Patti O’Neill, Principal Administrator, and to Jenny Hedman, Administrator, DAC Network on 
Gender Equality, OECD, for their guidance and support in the preparation of this paper. Helpful 
comments on earlier drafts of this paper were received from Prudence Woodford-Berger (Foreign 
Ministry, Sweden), Karl Backeus (SIDA) and Dana Dalrymple (USAID), and their insights and 
contributions are gratefully acknowledged. Discussion of these issues with Olga Jonas and Andrew 
Morrison (World Bank) are also appreciated. Errors and omissions are entirely my own. 
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In this context, examining whether and where there might be linkages between gender 
equality and GPGs is a timely contribution to OECD’s overall reflection on the future of 
development assistance. The purpose of this paper is to: 
 

 gain a shared understanding of global public goods; 
 assess the opportunities for situating gender equality and women’s empowerment 

within the debate; and 
 engage with and influence agency contributions to the DAC discussions on how the 

DAC might “….focus on integrating global public goods into development strategies 
and programmes in ways that are pro-poor and sustainable” (DCD 2009:5). 

 
II. Global Public Goods and Development: Origins and Evolution 
 
There is an extensive literature on GPGs, much of which was initially commissioned by 
the GPG Task Force. 3 The commonly accepted definition of GPGs is reproduced in Box 
2 below. 
 
Box 2: Defining Global Public Goods 
  
The International Task Force on Global Public Goods (2006) has defined global public goods as "issues 
that are broadly conceived as important to the international community, that for the most part cannot or will 
not be adequately addressed by individual countries acting alone and that are defined through a broad 
international consensus or a legitimate process of decision-making" (2006:13). The Task Force also 
provides brief complementary definitions of various categories of public goods: 
  

 "A local public good benefits all the members of a local community, possibly to include the citizens 
of more than one country. 

 A national public good benefits all the citizens of a state. 
 A domestic public good benefits all the members of a community situated within a single state. 

National public goods are domestic public goods, but domestic public goods need not be national 
public goods. 

 A regional public good benefits countries belonging to a geographic territory. 
 A global public good benefits all countries and, therefore, all persons. 
 An international public good benefits more than one country. Global and regional public goods are 

both international public goods. However, some international public goods may be neither regional 
nor global. The public good of collective defence under NATO, for example, applies to North 
America and Europe." 

 
Source:  GPG Task Force Website, accessed September 7, 2009. 
http://www.gpgtaskforce.org/bazment.aspx?page_id=147 
See also: International Task Force on Global Public Goods 2006. 
 
 

                                                 
3 The International Task Force on Global Public Goods was created in 2003 by France and Sweden with a  
mandate to assess and prioritize global public goods and make recommendations to policy-makers and  
other stakeholders on how to improve and expand their provision. Co-Chair Ernesto Zedillo and members  
Kemal Dervis and Trevor Manuel presented the final report of the Task Force, Meeting Global Challenges:  
International Cooperation in the National Interest, during the Annual meeting of the IMF and the World  
Bank Group on 18 September 2006. 
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GPGs have been defined in many ways. The core characteristics of public goods are that 
they are “non-rival,” in that they can be consumed by one individual (or country) without 
diminishing availability of the good to another, and “non-exclusionary,” in that no 
individual (or country) can be excluded from its benefits. Definitional issues are explored 
further in Annex 1. The GPG Task Force commissioned a number of “Expert Papers” 
covering the principal domains regarded as GPGs (see bibliography). A summary of 
these areas, along with their principal characteristics, is presented in Table 1 below, 
which identifies the key institutions engaged in addressing the respective GPG.  This 
table also presents, indicatively, some of the ways in which gender issues can be seen to 
intersect with GPGs, as these are understood both in the Expert Papers, and in the wider 
literature.  Extensive analysis of GPGs can be found in Kaul et al. 1999, and Kaul et al. 
2003. An excellent literature review, including helpful summaries of key concepts and 
issues, is provided by Stålgren (2000). 
 
As there are very few public goods that fully meet both of the defining criteria, a 
distinction is often made between “pure” and “impure” public goods, depending on the 
extent to which these criteria are partially met (Kaul et al. 1999:3-4).  In addition, specific 
forms of rivalry and excludability give rise to further sub-groups of public goods. 
Defining GPGs is further complicated by the fact that public goods are provided (or 
public “bads” avoided) at different levels (sub-national, national, regional, global) and 
that there are different delivery mechanisms (“aggregation technologies”) for their 
provision. These classification issues are explored further in Annex 1. Moreover, 
institutional arrangements for providing GPGs are critical, as the design and functioning 
of institutions charged with leadership in key GPG areas, and the degree to which they 
are representative and accountable at the global level, are important determinants of their 
success.  Last, but not least, the mechanisms through which GPGs are funded, including 
through development assistance and international cooperation, cannot be neglected. 
 
A useful summary of the core characteristics of GPGs is presented in the World Bank’s 
evaluation of global programs (Box 3). 

Box 3: Key Characteristics of Global Public Goods 

 
Source: World Bank 2008:41. 
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Table 1: Global Public Goods: Key Characteristics, Institutional Arrangements, and Gender Dimensions 
GPG Area/Principal 
Institutions 

Core Characteristics Gender Dimensions 

# 1 Infectious Diseases 
 
WHO 

 Control of communicable diseases is a global public good. 
Microbes do not respect national boundaries. 
 There are “two pure global public goods, eradicating 

disease and preventing resistance (1:1) 
 SARS, avian flu, AIDS (?). 
 Helping poor countries strengthen health systems is in the 

international public interest. 
 Knowledge and health closely intertwined. 
 Surveillance and knowledge the two highest return areas of 

health as a GPG. 
 Global programs, but they have heavy transaction costs. 

 Passing references to women in the Expert Paper: 
gender dimensions of HIV/AIDS (greater vulnerability of 
women, especially in Africa), and in discussing 
PROGRESA (a Mexican project that provides conditional 
cash transfers to women). 
 Potential areas of focus:  
 Gender differences in the global burden of disease 

(e.g., malaria). This might shift the focus to issues of 
particular relevance to women, such as maternal mortality 
and reproductive health, which are not conventionally 
considered as “global” public goods, though they may be 
considered as “national” public goods. 

# 2 Global Commons 
 
UNEP, GEF 

 Global commons are the resource domains that do not fall 
within the (exclusive) jurisdiction of any one government. 
 Include: global climate, ozone layer, outer space, 

Antarctica, high-seas fisheries, international waters, migratory 
wildlife. 
 Not all are GPGs. Common property regimes in some 

cases. 
 Plethora, and fragmentation, of institutional arrangements 

for managing global commons. 

 No references to women in the Expert Paper. 
 Potential areas of focus:  
 Use of water resources and fuel wood 
 Men’s and women’s different roles in use, and 

management, of the environment; biodiversity. 
 Gender-differentiated impacts of climate change and 

vulnerability to environmental shocks (e.g., Asia/Pacific 
tsunamis in 2004 and 2009). 

# 3 Financial Stability 
 
IMF 
 

 Financial markets integrated and instability can spread like 
a disease, “financial contagion.” 
 Avoiding instability is a GPG. 
 Core pillars: prudent macroeconomic and financial policies 

and low fiscal and balance of payments deficits and rates of 
monetary expansion. 
 “Anti-Money-Laundering” as a GPG, because of the speed 

and volume of financial flows. 

 No references to women in the Expert Paper. 
 Potential areas of focus:  
 Equal access to financial system and financial 

resources, property and inheritance rights regimes. 

# 4 International 
Trade 
 
GATT 
WTO 

 International trade is in itself not a GPG but the 
international trading system is. 
 Cooperated in building infrastructure all are free to use 
 Maintenance of this requires compliance, monitoring, 

enforcement, and evolution of rules so all will benefit. 

 No references to women in the Expert Paper. 
 Potential areas of focus: 
 Differential impact of trade on men and women, 

reflecting different opportunities and constraints. 
 Labor relations in trade regimes (Special Economic 
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 These efforts require provision of public goods.  Zones). 
 

# 5 Peace and Security 
 
UNSC (and system) 
NATO 
OCSE 
 

 Wars, conflict, violence generate negative externalities 
beyond zone of occurrence. 
 Conflict costs lives, destroys social fabric and institutions, 

and has health, environmental and economic costs. 
 Preventing these effects is the GPG dimension of 

peace/security 
 Necessary precondition for providing GPGs in other areas. 
 Work/treaties on weapons of mass destruction, including 

nuclear non-proliferation, as well as on spread of small and light 
weapons (SALW). 

 Two passing references to women in the Expert 
Paper, in relation to education and to the role of civil society 
in peace-building. 
 Potential areas of focus: 
 “Security of women and security of states” (See 

Hudson et al. 2008). 
 Women’s role in mediation, peace-building,  access 

to justice, including implementation of UNSCRs 1325 
(2000), 1820 (2008), 1888 (2009) and 1889 (2009). 
 Gender-based violence, including domestic violence. 
 Combating transnational organized crime, including 

trafficking of persons especially women and children. 
# 6 Knowledge 
 
CGIAR 
UN System 
Patent Offices 
WIPO 
WTO 
UNESCO 
TRIPS 
World Bank 

 Textbook example of a pure public good, replete with free 
riders and undersupply. 
 Knowledge production protected through intellectual 

property laws. 
 Knowledge production promoted through direct funding of 

research. 
 Intellectual Property: cross-border reciprocity in respecting 

patents, copyrights, and trade-marks. 
 Parallel system of “common knowledge” in the public 

domain, reflecting centuries of human endeavor (incl. expired 
patents etc). 
 Critical cross-cut with all other GPG areas. 

 No references to women in the Expert Paper. 
 Potential areas of focus: 
 Women as “guardians’ or “custodians” of local 

knowledge. 
 Knowledge of gender equality and women’s 

empowerment and how to promote it. 
 “Traditional” knowledge (handicrafts, arts, herbal 

medicine) of particular relevance to women. 
 Equal protection of women’s Intellectual Property 

Rights (IPRs) 

# 7 Cross-Cutting 
Issues 
 
 

 Bigger picture beyond the 6 specific issue areas. 
 Common features of GPGs: require international 

cooperation for their accomplishment. 
 GPGs united by strong synergies: progress in one area can 

help spur progress in another. 

 Passing reference in the Expert Paper to hiring 
women (and men) at the WTO, and in relation to female 
education in Africa. 
 Potential areas of focus: 
 Women’s representation/inclusion in institutions and 

fora of global decision-making. 
Source:  GPGs, and core characteristics, along with the associated numbering, primarily from the Expert Papers commissioned by the International Task Force 
on Global Public Goods.  See bibliography and GPG Task Force website for detailed references.  www.gpgtaskforce.org  
Gender characteristics compiled from reviews of the Expert Papers, and selective use of some of the available literature in the respective domains.  This is 
intended for illustrative purposes, and is not comprehensive. Helpful additional material, particularly relating to peace and security, provided by Prudence 
Woodford-Berger (SIDA). 

http://www.gpgtaskforce.org/


 
Three points highlighted in Box 3 deserve particular attention in understanding the 
dynamics of GPGs, and the ways in which gender issues can inform the discussion. First, 
the need for collective action to enable their provision is critical, as much of the literature 
emphasizes the “free-rider” problem, where beneficiaries of a “free” good have no 
incentive to contribute to its provision.  
 

Public goods have two essential features: one person’s consumption of the good does not diminish 
the amount available to others (non-rivalry) and no one can be excluded from consuming the good 
(non-excludability). … Together these two features spell trouble for provision. If the amount of a 
good available is the same for the people who supply it and those who do not and if no one can be 
excluded from consuming the good once it is supplied, why should anyone pay for it to be supplied? 
Inherent in the concept of public goods is an incentive for every potential beneficiary to free-ride on 
the efforts of others. 

Source: Expert Paper #7 (“Cross-Cutting Issues”), p. 5. 
 
Second, public goods operate at different levels, and distinguishing among these levels, 
and the actors involved, is critical.  This relates to the principle of subsidiarity (see Kaul 
et al 2003:28), and to the fact that much of the action required to provide global public 
goods takes place at the national level, and requires the engagement of national actors.  
International cooperation, voluntarily provided, is at the core of the global challenge of 
providing GPGs. Third, the dynamics associated with the provision of public goods that 
are global differ greatly from those that are national; the “usual” supply problems are 
“exacerbated” for “truly global public goods,” where costs and benefits differ between 
the national and global levels. Related to this is that public goods, including global ones, 
are no longer necessarily or only provided by states, as the role of non-state actors has 
strengthened in recent years.  
 
An important question is the extent to which “transboundary impact” is important in 
defining the essential elements of a GPG. This is central to the dynamics of a “pure” 
GPG, where there are “free rider” problems, and where the extent to which GPGs 
produce “externalities” affects the interest and incentives of parties to contribute to their 
provision. 
 

GPGs have been defined as goods (including policies and infrastructure) that are systematically 
underprovided by private market forces and for which such underprovision has important 
international externality effects. An “externality effect” means that a failure to provide the public 
good imposes costs on third parties. For example, pollution arising in some countries may affect 
health status in others, or financial volatility in one nation may generate follow-on fragility 
elsewhere. In general national policy-makers are not likely to consider the well-being of foreign 
citizens in setting their own policies regarding public goods, which is why GPGs require some form 
of global coordination. How to organize the provision of GPGs without adequate international 
policy mechanisms or agreements has become an increasingly important and complex question in 
recent years. In practice this task has been left largely to national authorities. Because there are 
international spillover effects, however, reliance on national provision fails to meet global needs 
efficiently or equitably. International approaches to providing GPGs, including information, are 
required because national regimes generally disregard cross-border externalities and the resulting 
need for coordinated policy intervention.   
Source: Expert Paper No 6 (“Knowledge”), Chapter 3, references omitted.  
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The disconnect between national and global interests, along with the fact that GPGs 
necessarily involve countries at all stages of development, means that there is a clearly 
recognized nexus between GPGs and development (Box 4). 
 
Most of the Expert Papers address institutional issues and identify key global institutions 
which either lead, or have an important role to play, in providing GPGs.  Especially with 
respect to knowledge, which has the attribute of being a GPG in its own right and a cross-
cutting issue affecting the provision of all GPGs (See Expert Paper #6), the World Bank 
has been identified as a key institution for promoting development-focused knowledge 
generation and sharing as a GPG.  Recently, the Bank’s President designated the focus on 
global public goods as one of the institution’s six strategic themes for meeting global 
challenges.4 The Bank has also developed a framework paper outlining its role in global 
programs (World Bank 2007), and has undertaken two extensive evaluations of global 
programs (World Bank 2004, 2008).   
 
Box 4:  Linkages between GPGs and Development 
 
Because many of the institutions involved in producing global public goods have both developmental and 
global mandates, the relationship between development and public goods has often been confused. In fact 
three dimensions of that relationship can be characterized. First, whereas cooperation for development 
relies on the traditional divisions between donor states with advanced financial capacities and recipient 
states with limited resources, the provision of global public goods transcends such divisions; global public 
goods affect almost all states, and many or all states must be involved in their provision. Second, global 
public goods can propel development. … For example, financial stability (which results in part from the 
global public good of the international financial regulation system) is critical to achieving broader 
economic development. There is also evidence that development assistance is more effective in countries 
where governments have sound fiscal and economic policy. A country’s policy environment, however, 
depends on more than the policies it adopts unilaterally. It depends also on the international policy 
environment, including such areas as international trade. Improve these systems, and the returns on 
development should increase. Third, because limited state capacity serves as a barrier to the provision of 
many important global public goods, development is fundamental to their supply, including goods for 
health, security and the environment.  
 
Source: International Task Force on Global Public Goods 2006:15. 
 
III. Gender Equality, GPGs, and Development 
 
Gender is notably absent from virtually all of the literature on GPGs, and has not, in any 
substantive manner, informed the debate about GPGs. As indicated in Table 1, the 7 
Expert Papers commissioned by the GPG Task Force address women’s (or gender) issues 
marginally. In articulating how enhanced provision of GPGs can help achieve the MDGs, 
the final Task Force Report (2006:16) does not specify any linkage with MDG 3, though 
it does identify all the MDGs (including #3).  The World Bank does not fare much better: 
the 2007 “strategic exercise” on meeting global challenges (World Bank 2007) makes no 
mention of women or gender issues, and the 2008 review of development effectiveness 
(World Bank 2008) makes one passing reference to women in the context of agriculture 

                                                 
4  See World Bank website (accessed September 29, 2009):  
 http://web.worldbank.org/WBSITE/EXTERNAL/EXTABOUTUS/0,,contentMDK:21693286~menuP

K:4851994~pagePK:51123644~piPK:329829~theSitePK:29708,00.html  
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and looking at different categories of farmers. The 2004 evaluation (World Bank 2004) 
does make reference, en passant, to the problem of trafficking of women and children. 
 
Part of the difficulty, perhaps, lies in the way GPGs are understood. If such goods are 
indeed public and global, i.e., “freely available to all … and not diminished by use” 
(Dalrymple 2006), then part of the very definition of the GPG is that it does not make any 
distinctions on the basis of gender: if a GPG were formulated in such a way as to favor 
women, or to exclude men from its benefits, it could no longer qualify as a GPG, as the 
criterion of “all people” benefiting would not apply.  More helpful is the inverse 
argument: if a GPG does not benefit women equally (along with men), then it too cannot 
qualify as a GPG.  
 
It is easy to make the case that gender equality is not “freely available to all,” but this is 
now a shared characteristic of many “impure” public goods, where elements of exclusion 
exist because of policy choices made (or not made), not because of attributes inherent in 
the good itself. Similarly, it might be useful to explore the extent to which gender 
equality is “not diminished by use,” or whether, in a given cultural context, promoting 
gender equality and women’s empowerment is perceived as a “zero-sum” game, negating 
the idea of all people benefiting from it.  The shifting nature of public goods, and the 
ways in which such goods are “socially determined,” notably how attributes of rivalry 
and exclusion overlap with issues of public and private provision, is well captured in 
Kaul et al. (2003), and their graphic representation of these shifts is reproduced in Annex 
3.  It is possible that a gender-informed understanding of these processes could make an 
important contribution to mobilizing the “collective action” that will be essential if the 
challenges of providing GPGs in the future are to be met. 
 
A core characteristic of GPGs is that they are “undersupplied” – indeed this is integral to 
the definition of a GPG. The reasons for undersupply relate primarily to the “free-rider” 
problem.  GPGs produce benefits that are widespread and costs, depending on how 
provisioning is structured and paid for, which are concentrated. Countries can benefit 
from GPGs without contributing to them, though in some cases (disease eradication) no 
one benefits unless all contribute.  
 
It can be argued that gender equality is also “undersupplied” both nationally (though not 
perhaps everywhere) and globally. Are the reasons for such undersupply similar to the 
reasons why GPGs are undersupplied? It is unlikely that one could make a case for a 
“free-rider” problem with respect to provision of gender equality, even if there were a 
clear and unambiguous “good” or “service” to be provided that led to greater equality 
between men and women. A country that performs well in the provision of gender 
equality, where women are more empowered, does not generate an externality or 
international spillover effect through which other countries benefit from that provision. 
The modalities through which gender equality is promoted are also necessarily context-
specific and driven by local and national norms, values, and goals. Sen’s conception of 
equity in this context (1999) seeks to find a middle ground between “grand universalism” 
and “national particularism,” which he defines as “plural affiliation,” and which aims to 
promote fairness among different groups (not necessarily nations), in ways that respect 
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“our multiple identities.”  He uses the example of gender identities, and feminist concerns 
beyond local borders, to illustrate his argument.  
 
Realizing GPGs depends on voluntary cooperation among sovereign states, which may 
have quite different ideas as to what the “good” in question is. Even within a country, a 
region, or a culture, there are widely differing viewpoints on what gender equality is or 
should be.  The fact that countries have freely signed on to the MDGs, and, largely, to 
CEDAW, undoubtedly reflects a growing global consensus as to the importance of 
gender equality for the attainment of sustainable and equitable growth and poverty 
reduction. The “business case” for gender equality and women’s empowerment as a 
development goal is presented in World Bank 2001 and is the basis for the World Bank 
Group’s Gender Action Plan Gender Equality as Smart Economics (2006); an assessment 
of gender disparities in assets and other resources is presented in Deere and Doss (2006).  
 
The work of the DAC has also been informed by gender considerations, and the 
importance of gender equality is recognized in the Accra Agenda for Action, which noted 
that “[g]ender equality, respect for human rights, and environmental sustainability are 
cornerstones for achieving enduring impact on the lives and potential of poor women, 
men, and children. It is vital that all our policies address these issues in a more systematic 
and coherent way”  (DAC 2008, para. 3).  The OECD’s Guiding Principles for Gender 
Equality articulated the importance of gender equality as follows: 
 

Whilst gender inequalities are costly and undermine aid effectiveness and development impacts, 
gender equality and women's empowerment, on the other hand, are powerful multipliers of 
development efforts. 
Source: OECD 2008, para. 4.  http://www.oecd.org/dac/gender/effectiveness 

 
This is also reflected in the action agenda of the May 2009 High-Level meeting in 
response to the financial crisis, which stated:  
 

We will enhance our support for partner country priorities which help manage the impact of the 
crisis and underpin long-term development strategies, strengthened by accelerated action on 
gender equality. We believe aid can be catalytic in joining these two objectives.  
Source: DAC 2009, para 3. http://www.oecd.org/dataoecd/5/49/42867232.pdf 
 

IV. Challenges and Opportunities for Linking Gender Equality and GPGs 
 
Based on the above definitions of GPGs and their core characteristics, several questions 
arise as to whether and how the promotion of gender equality and women’s 
empowerment intersects with the promotion of, and international cooperation around, 
GPGs.  
 

 Does gender equality have an “externality effect”? In other words, are “third parties” 
punished for lack of provision, where inequality between men and women prevails? 
Does gender equality have a “transboundary” dimension? Does the status, level, or 
promotion of gender equality in one country have effects in others?  Are there 
“international spillover effects” resulting from national-level provision (or lack) of 
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gender equality? Are these effects sufficient to warrant attention in the framework of 
(global) public goods?    

 
Essentially, the answer to this is “no,” from the standpoint of the dynamics of GPGs.  
However, there still may be important global benefits and demonstration effects for 
countries promoting gender equality, sharing experiences, and showing the good 
that comes when men and women are more equal. While the lack of such externality 
or trans-boundary effects suggests that the link with GPGs is weak, and that it may 
not be especially productive to seek to consider gender equality as a GPG, there is 
an important strand in the GPG literature, addressing international cooperation, 
which makes the point that the more countries pursue a GPG, the easier it is to 
accomplish, and the greater the individual and global benefits will be. This could 
also be said of the promotion of gender equality.   

 
 Can gender equality be seen as a “national” or “regional” public good, which, as the 

literature points out in the latter case, is much easier to provide than when larger 
numbers of nations are involved?  

 
Gender equality can, and probably should, be seen and promoted as a “national” 
public good.  Since the GPG literature is at pains to point out how different global 
public goods are from national (or local) ones, even though they’re linked, it may be 
important to be clear that addressing gender equality at the national level is the 
focus. Because the GPG framework emphasizes, for good reason, the vital 
importance of international cooperation (“collective action”) if GPGs are to be 
provided adequately, it is useful to focus on the ways in which international 
cooperation can foster gender equality, without this being tied in with the exigencies 
of GPG cooperation. In this respect, promoting gender equality can indeed be a 
“shared global priority,” that can be helped by collective action. 

 
 Are there any dimensions of gender equality (or avoidance of gender inequality) that 

display characteristics of “non-rivalry” and “non-excludability” that would merit 
consideration as a public good?  Does the promotion of gender equality and women’s 
empowerment require “collective action”? 

 
In an ideal world, where gender equality is not a “zero-sum” (men lose/women win) 
game, one might perhaps be able to make the case that gender equality is both non-
rival and non-excludable. In the more real world of competition and conflict over 
scarce resources, it would probably be difficult to make the case that gender equality 
is non-excludable, even if it can be argued that it is non-rival. In this respect, gender 
equality can be seen in the same way that promotion of human rights in general is 
seen in the GPG framework (See Annex 3), i.e., as an excludable, non-rival good that 
is in the public domain (not a private good) and is/can be made non-excludable by 
public policy. The fact that gender equality is undersupplied, and that there is a need 
for government (public) provision of (support to) gender equality, helps to make the 
argument that gender equality is a national public good, and underscores the 
importance of “collective action.”  
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 How do the characteristics of providing gender equality (or avoiding gender 

inequality) map with the typologies of public goods (continuous, discrete, binary) 
and the technology of supply (best shot, weakest link ….) that have been defined in 
the GPG literature? Is gender equality a  “discrete,” “continuous,” or “binary” good? 
Is this a helpful distinction to make, and, would doing so advance the cause of 
gender equality? See Annex 1 for summary definitions of these attributes. 

 
Undoubtedly, GPGs are evolving, as the ”mapping” exercise in Annex 3 illustrates, 
where the focus is less on the “purity” of the good and more on the imperatives for 
collective action and international cooperation required to address global and 
urgent problems. This in turn is a matter of policy choices, unrelated to any inherent 
attributes of a public good. Because gender heretofore has not informed the concepts 
and uses of GPGs, it is likely to be difficult, and perhaps not entirely credible, to 
seek to retro-fit gender onto these concepts and constructs. 

 
V. Concluding Remarks and Avenues for Further Work 
 
The core questions this paper has sought to address are as follows: 
 

 Is there scope (or not) for treating gender equality and women’s empowerment, or 
some elements thereof, as global public goods? 

 Alternatively, how could gender equality perspectives and approaches be applied to 
existing and emerging global public goods so that the mechanisms of GPGs can be 
informed by gender considerations? 

 
The material presented in this paper would suggest that pursuing the first of these is not a 
productive undertaking. To seek to graft gender equality into the GPG framework (as a 
GPG), when there has now been a decade or more of work on this with virtually no 
attention to gender, is unlikely to generate much traction, and would not, even if 
successful, necessarily generate any further attention to, or international collaboration 
around, gender equality. 
 
By contrast, working on the second item – seeking to ensure that in the pursuit of GPGs, 
with all their diversity and differentiations, a gendered understanding of the GPG 
permeates the debates and policy choices – has considerable potential.  This preliminary 
reading of the GPG literature would suggest that some GPG areas could be prioritized, 
notably peace and security, knowledge (especially as a cross-cutting input into all GPGs), 
and tackling global environmental and climate change issues. Moreover, promoting 
gender equality and women’s empowerment as a “national” public good, and in this way 
deploying the public goods framework to address gender inequality, may be a useful way 
to encourage national level, and international, “collective action” in this area.  
 
Consideration could be given to pursuing gender equality/GPG-related actions in several 
areas. 
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If one wants to claim non-rivalry and non-exclusion for GPGs, then it is essential that 
women, alongside men, really are the beneficiaries of the good provided or the bad 
avoided. 
 

 Ensure that instruments and mechanisms for providing GPGs (and avoiding 
public “bads”) explicitly address equity dimensions and enable both men and 
women to benefit. 

 Facilitate greater representation of women, and articulation of women’s concerns, 
in the global institutions and fora established for promoting the provision of 
GPGs. 

 
Consideration could be given to treating gender equality as a “national public good,” 
rather than as a GPG, and to mobilize development assistance efforts accordingly.   
 

 Use the instruments of national planning (i.e., Poverty Reduction Strategies; MDG 
Strategies), and donor partner development assistance planning (Country 
strategies and programs) to elevate attention to gender equality as a “national 
public good.”  

 
As mechanisms at the global level are strengthened to enable countries to work together 
to address “shared global priorities,” measures to enable a gendered understanding of the 
issues to inform the discussions should be undertaken in parallel. 
 

 Develop a prioritized agenda for analyzing gender dimensions of existing GPGs. 
 Institute a “do-no-harm” approach to provision of GPGs, with respect to their 

gender dimensions. 
 
Last, but not least, specific areas of GPG focus lend themselves especially to addressing 
gender dimensions. 5 These include the focus on disease eradication, where the burdens 
of disease of men and women differ, and where their roles in disease prevention are 
therefore likely also to differ. Tapping into these differences, as an integral part of disease 
eradication, is likely to lead to more effective results in terms of success of this GPG. 
 
Similarly, promotion of peace and security undoubtedly has critical, if often overlooked, 
gender dimensions (see Hudson et al. 2008). 
 
Security is a garment that must be woven without seam: if we are not paying attention, the loose threads of 
women’s systemic insecurity will unravel peace for all.  
Source: Hudson et al. 2008. 
 

 Pro-actively ensure attention to gender dynamics in disease eradication. 
 Facilitate gender-inclusion in peace-building fora and negotiations. Tackle 

gender-based violence and gender-differentiated experience of conflict. Facilitate 
gender-inclusive dispute resolution. 

                                                 
5  I am grateful to Karl Backeus (SIDA) for suggesting these areas of focus in comments made on an 

earlier draft of this paper. 
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Annex 1: Supplemental Materials on Defining and Understanding GPGs 
 
Economic theory around public goods emphasizes several core requirements for a good 
to be considered a public good.  These concern principally the notion of “non-rivalry” 
and “non-exclusion.”  These concepts are discussed further in the Box below. 
 
Annex 1 Box:  Key Characteristics of GPGs and Policy Implications 
 
A key property is that each consumer can consume as much as wanted without diminishing the amount 
available to others (non-rivalry). There is a zero marginal cost in allowing another to enjoy the benefits of a 
public good. When it proves infeasible to exclude someone from these benefits (non-exclusion), the public 
good will not be privately produced in a competitive market; individuals will rely on others to pay so they 
can freely enjoy its benefits. Moreover, at the theoretical optimum, the level of production should be such 
that the marginal production cost is equal to the additional social utility (the sum of the marginal 
willingness to pay for the good from all individuals). But when the good is non-rival, consumers have no 
interest in revealing their willingness to pay.  
 
Three implications stem from this simple discussion. First, a typology develops based on the degree of 
“purity” of public goods, namely the extent to which their production is non-rival and non-exclusive.  
Second, … the optimal solution will be based on a consensus negotiated between the beneficiaries and the 
producer(s) regarding the type and amount of the public good to produce and what each beneficiary will 
contribute to its financing. As soon as a public good exhibits some exclusion—those who might benefit 
without paying—it can be produced by the private sector on its own volition and according to market laws. 
When non-exclusion applies, however, negotiations will suffer from a lack of clarity and credibility, 
requiring outside (government) intervention to avoid a situation of suboptimal production. Third, even 
though a public good can be privately provided, government intervention will generally—at least when 
there is no possibility of exclusion or exclusion is very costly—be necessary to deal with the free-rider 
problem and the transaction costs of any decentralized solution. Government action is called for to tax, 
spend, regulate, enforce contracts or distribute property rights.  
 
Source: Expert Paper No 7, “Cross-Cutting Issues,” Chapter 2. p. 68. 
 
The Expert Papers provide extensive material on the nature and characteristics of GPGs.  
Key issues covered, with associated excerpts, are as follows: 
 
On communicable diseases. 
 
Global public goods have two characteristics: no state can be prevented from consuming them, and 
consumption by one state does not diminish the amount available to others. As will be explained, control of 
communicable diseases can be a global public good. But it will not always be so—and understanding when 
it is and when it is not is important to the design of policies and institutions. Where countries are very 
different and health is a global public good, it may pay some countries to finance health improvements in 
other countries. Where countries are very different and health is not a global public good, financing may be 
undertaken for humanitarian or development reasons—but not because the countries paying for health 
improvements benefit directly from the investment. 
Source: Expert Paper # 1, p. 3. 
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On the environment. 
 
Ozone layer protection is a global public good par excellence. No state can be prevented from enjoying the 
benefits of ozone layer protection, and one state’s consumption of ozone protection does not affect the 
amount available to other states. Most important, a state benefits from ozone layer protection regardless of 
whether it contributes. The provision of global public goods thus faces a formidable incentive problem.  
Source: Expert Paper # 2, p. 1. 
 
On knowledge. 
 
Knowledge has public good characteristics. One person’s use of knowledge does not deprive others of the 
knowledge, nor can others always be excluded from certain kinds of knowledge—such as the knowledge of 
how and why to use water filters. Patented knowledge, of course, is exclusive by design, but patents are 
essential. If knowledge could not be patented, firms would have little incentive to invest in research and 
development. Though the pricing of antiretrovirals has been criticized …were it not for the patent system, 
these drugs would not be available in the first place. Weakening patent laws favours the current generation 
but harms the future.   
Source: Expert Paper # 1 p. 18, reference omitted. 
 
Knowledge is the ultimate public good—because of its basic properties of non-rivalry in consumption and 
the fact that is difficult to exclude others from knowing something—but knowledge can also become a 
private good by legal means, as by the definition of property rights. Moreover, knowledge is a global public 
good. People in each nation can benefit from scientific or technological knowledge developed in other 
nations. As the basis of technological innovation, especially in biotechnology and in industry, knowledge is 
crucial to economic development—particularly in the developing world. Knowledge is also essential to the 
other global public goods being considered by the International Task Force on Global Public Goods. 
Source: Expert Paper # 6, p. 2. 
 
In the past two decades countries and international governance institutions have markedly strengthened the 
regimes for protecting private exclusive rights to the use of new information. These regimes, largely 
through the specification of tighter and more harmonized IPRs, have shifted the global balance in favour of 
the private assertion of ownership to knowledge and information. In the long run, this systemic shift could 
be globally beneficial if it improves incentives for investment and distribution of technologies and 
information. In the short run, it promises to transfer income from information users (often in developing 
countries) to information developers (overwhelmingly in developed countries).  
Source: Expert Paper # 6, pp. 61-2. 
 
Striking an appropriate balance between encouraging innovation and information development, on the one 
hand, and low-cost and widespread dissemination of information, on the other hand, has never been 
straightforward, even within the context of a single economy. With multiple economies at varying levels of 
economic development, the questions become more complicated. Furthermore how best to adequately 
provide this public good in the global economy is a difficult issue. For some technologies with strong social 
spillovers (such as essential medicines for neglected diseases of poor nations) a policy of coordinated 
public subsidies for research and development and cheap distribution may be optimal. For others a 
significant reliance on indirect provision through exclusive proprietary rights might work better. But 
significant tensions remain between countries that develop technology and those that use it. 
Source: Expert Paper # 6, p. 62. 
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On shared characteristics of GPGs. 
 
Public goods have at least four dimensions:  

 The number of countries that share the good. Transnational public goods shared by a smaller number 
of countries are easier to supply.  

 Whether the good is continuous, discrete or binary. Continuous public goods (such as climate change 
mitigation) involve incremental supply. Discrete public goods (such as knowledge of how to make a 
vaccine) involve lumpy supply. Binary public goods (such as disease eradication) are either supplied 
or not. Discrete and binary public goods are usually easier to supply than continuous public goods.  

 The technology of supply. A public good may be supplied by all countries (as in the case of disease 
eradication), it may be supplied by just one country or a consortium of countries (as in the case of a 
particle collider), or the amount supplied may equal the aggregate of the amounts supplied by 
individual countries (as in the case of climate change mitigation).  

 Costs and benefits. Some countries have incentives to supply some public goods (perhaps even in 
substantial quantities) unilaterally. For other public goods, the incentives to supply either increase or 
decrease based on the quantities supplied by other countries. For some public goods there may exist 
thresholds above which some supply and some do not or where every country supplies the public 
good or none does so.  

Source: Expert Paper No. 7 (“Cross-Cutting Issues”), pp. 9-10 
 
 
Public Goods Classified by Type …  

 
… and by Aggregation Technology 

 
 
Source: Stålgren 2000, and references therein. 
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Annex 3: The Socially Determined Status of Goods 
 
 
Annex 3 Figure:  The Socially Determined Status of Goods: An Expanded View of Public Goods 

 
 
Source: Kaul and Mendoza 2003:83. 
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