
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Shifting wealth, shifting gender relations?  

Gender inequality and social cohesion in a converging 

world
1
 

 

Karen Barnes, Nejma Bouchama and Estelle Loiseau 

OECD Development Centre  

 

January 2011 

 

Please note that this is a draft. Not for publication. 
 

 

 

 

 

Abstract 

 

Is the new economic geography of growth characterised by a shift in wealth from the west towards the 

East and South also leading to improving gender relations? This paper argues that while there has been 

some progress in addressing gender inequality in high growth converging countries in the past twenty 

years, women continue to lose out in terms of their wealth and well-being in comparison to men across 

much of the world. One important reason why gender relations are not improving more broadly is due to 

the persistence of discriminatory social institutions. These social norms, values and traditions constrain 

women‟s access to resources and decision making power and drive violence can also lead to poor human 

development outcomes in areas such as health, employment and political participation. This paper will 

use the OECD Development Centre‟s Social Institutions and Gender Index (SIGI) to shed light on the 

bottlenecks that hamper human development and women‟s economic and political participation that may 

undermine social cohesion at both the local and global levels in an increasingly converging world. 
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1. Introduction 
 

 Changes in the roles of women and men, their relations with each other, and the nature of the 

 households, markets and societies in which they live, continue to accelerate in a globalized world 

 […]While some may benefit from new opportunities, many may continue with traditional gender 

roles and suffer from increased burdens and stress (ILO 2009b) 

 

The reconfiguration of the global economy – the shift of the world‟s centre of economic gravity east and 

south since 1990 – has many positive implications for development and developing countries. The 

increased growth that it has brought about has led to poverty reduction, improved human development 

and increased opportunities for employment in some regions. Another off-shoot of these global trends has 

been a change in the dynamics around gender inequality. Gender parity in primary education has been 

achieved or is within reach in most countries, women are taking on increasing economic roles and there 

have been some improvements in maternal and reproductive health (UNDP 2010, UNIFEM 2010, 

ActionAid, 2010). However, despite these signs of progress, too many women continue to lose out in 

terms of their wealth and well-being in comparison to men across much of the world. This has 

consequences not just for women and girls, but also for men, boys and society as a whole given that 

ongoing gender inequalities undermine the inclusion and participation of women, erode the trust and 

social capital that exists at the community and national level and compromises the social mobility of 

millions of women and their families. 

 

This paper will explore what can explain largely disappointing outcomes for women over the past twenty 

years for the group of high growth converging countries. It will argue that discriminatory social 

institutions are important factors that contribute to gender inequality in outcomes and which prevent 

women from taking advantage of political and economic opportunities. Using the OECD Development 

Centre‟s Social Institutions and Gender Index (SIGI), the paper will unpack how and why these long-

lasting codes of conduct, norms, traditions, and informal and formal laws lead to gender inequality as well 

as some case studies demonstrating the potential for challenging discrimination against women in a 

variety of country contexts. 

 

2. Discrimination against women in a four-speed world  
 

The structural changes of the past two decades have not been gender neutral, and this has affected and 

shaped men and women‟s interactions with the informal institutions, relationships and identities that 

underlie social cohesion. If discriminatory norms, structures and practices are not challenged, then the 

marginalisation and vulnerability of women may increase, further deepening their exclusion, eroding their 

stock of social capital and compromising their social mobility. The link between discrimination against 

women and social cohesion is visible in manifest ways, many of which are being intensified through rapid 

growth and the challenges of an increasingly connected, but unequal, world. However, the role of 

discriminatory social institutions in influencing the degree to which societies change over time and adapt 

to new norms of gender equality has been relatively unexplored to date (notable exceptions being 

Morrisson and Jütting 2004 and Jones et al 2010), despite their potentially powerful explanatory role.  

 

Over the past ten years, developing countries experienced faster growth than high income countries for 

the first time in three decades. While shifting wealth can challenge social cohesion, it also presents an 

opportunity to use the new resources and transformed networks and relationships to promote more 

inclusive and cohesive development. The four-speed world classification is useful for separating countries 

according not just to their per capita growth levels, but also in terms of their incomes (OECD, 2010b). As 

figure 1 below shows, it can be seen that on average, countries with higher incomes display less 
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discrimination against women than those with the lowest incomes, and that faster growing countries also 

have less discrimination than slow growing ones. 

 

Figure 1: Average SIGI score according to country classification in the four-speed world 
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Although figure 1 demonstrates that on average, converging countries have a lower SIGI score than 

struggling or poor countries, the diversity within this group of countries needs to be recognised, given that 

it includes both good and bad performers. In order to see which categories the different countries fall into, 

table 1 shows the classification of all countries that appear in the SIGI according to the four-speed world 

during the 2000s. There is a wide range of discrimination against women in the 65 countries that fall into 

the converging category, particularly at the lower income end. Out of the 21 countries that rank in the top 

SIGI quintile (those that have the highest levels of discrimination), 13 of these fall among the low and 

lower-middle income converging countries. The evidence seems to show that governments have not 

always used this opportunity of shifting wealth to transform discriminatory institutions, and as a result, 

faster growth has not necessarily translated into more gender equality in all of the converging countries. 
 

Table 1. Selected countries according to four-speed world classification and SIGI ranking
2
  

 

 

 

High-SIGI countries
i
 

 

Medium SIGI countries
ii
 Low-SIGI countries

iii
 

Affluent  
          Trinidad and Tobago 

(29) 

  Croatia (2) 

  Singapore (21) 

   

Converging 

  Bangladesh (90) 

  China (83) 

  Chad (97) 

  Egypt (82) 

  Ethiopia (89) 

  Nigeria (86) 

  Mali (99) 

  India (96) 

  

  Albania (51) 

  Algeria (75) 

  Armenia (32) 

  Azerbaijan (37) 

  Brazil (24) 

  Botswana (48) 

  Bhutan (64) 

 Argentina (4) 

 Belarus (19) 

 Bolivia (13) 

 Colombia (18) 

 Costa Rica (5) 

 Ecuador (9) 

 El Salvador (8) 

 Kazakhstan (3) 

                                                
2
 Countries that are either not ranked by SIGI or are not included in the four-speed world classifications have been 

excluded. 
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  Iran (95) 

  Pakistan (94) 

  Sierra Leone (100) 

  Sudan (102) 

  Zambia (85) 

  Burkina Faso (63) 

  Chile (26) 

  Dominican Republic (40) 

  Georgia (33) 

  Ghana (54) 

  Gambia (69) 

  Honduras (36) 

  Indonesia (55) 

  Kyrgyzstan (30) 

  Laos (38) 

  Macedonia (23) 

  Morocco (43) 

  Mongolia (39) 

  Mozambique (77) 

  Namibia (47) 

  Nepal (65) 

  Rwanda (66) 

  South Africa (49) 

  Sri Lanka (45) 

  Syria (59) 

  Tajikistan (35) 

  Tanzania (53) 

  Tunisia (25) 

  Uganda (73) 

  Vietnam (31) 

 

 

 Moldova (12) 

 Mauritius (11) 

 Peru (17) 

 Philippines (7) 

 Russia (6) 

 Thailand (16)  

 Uruguay (14) 

 Ukraine (10) 

 Venezuela (15) 

  

Struggling 

 

Gabon (84) 

Yemen (98) 

  

 

  Cote d‟Ivoire (58) 

  Cameroon (27) 

  Fiji (44) 

  Guatemala (34) 

  Nicaragua (28) 

  Papua New Guinea (80) 

  Senegal (52) 

  Swaziland (62) 

  Jamaica (42) 

Paraguay (1) 

Poor 
 

Liberia (87) 

 

  Mauritania (61) 

  Malawi (60) 

  Niger (67) 

  Togo (78) 

  Burundi (50)  

  Benin (74) 

  CAR (70) 

  DRC (79) 

  Kenya (57) 

 

 

The converging countries display markedly different rates of discrimination against women, ranging from 

Kazakhstan which ranks 3
rd

 in SIGI, down to Sudan, which falls at the bottom of the index with a ranking 

of 102. Given the high levels of discrimination against women in some of the countries, the hypothesis for 

this paper is that the dividends of shifting wealth over the past decade may not have accrued equally to 

men and women. The following sections will explore whether or not converging countries have been able 

to translate their increasingly fast growth into greater gender equality, and what role the high levels of 

discrimination against women apparent in some of these countries has played in contributing to poor 

development outcomes for women.  
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3.Is gender equality improving  in the converging world?  
 

There are many strong arguments for supporting greater gender equality, both in terms of its instrumental 

value for economic growth as well as its intrinsic value as a key human right and element of social 

progress. The literature is not entirely conclusive on the linkages between gender equality and economic 

growth, but many convincing studies have been written on the subject (World Bank 2001; Klasen and 

Lamanna 2008). The fall in fertility that is associated with greater gender equality may yield a 

„demographic dividend‟ in some contexts, spurring growth rates (Schultz, 2009), and more educated 

women can lead to improved development outcomes for the entire family (King, Klasen and Porter, 2008; 

Forbes 2000; Psacharopoulos and Patrinos, 2004). On the whole, healthier and better educated women are 

likely to be able to be more productive and to undertake higher-value economic activity (Ward et al 

2010). However, it is less a case of whether or not growth is good for development, but how the impact of 

growth is mediated through the social institutions, decision-making at the household level and market 

dynamics (WDR outline 15). 

 

However, despite the high levels of growth in converging countries and the general trend towards 

improving gender-related development indicators, we have found significant differences in the countries 

that discriminate highly against women (the 13 high-SIGI scoring countries) as compared with the rest of 

the countries in that classification.
3
 In the following section we explore gender equality in four key areas: 

health, education, labour force participation and political representation. We compare the values of the 

high-SIGI scoring converging countries against the average of all the other convergers. We use the World 

Bank GenderStats database, however there are some data gaps and so for each figure we have only 

included the countries for which the data was available (this refers to both the high-SIGI countries and the 

broader converging group),  

 

Health 

  

Over the past two decades there have been two notable trends in gender-related health outcomes with 

particular relevance for women‟s economic and political participation. First, global fertility rates halved 

between 1950 and 2010, dropping from 5 to 2.5 (DESA, 2010). This decline in fertility is associated with 

reduced infant mortality and increased life expectancy; however there are still significant regional 

disparities, with parts of Sub-Saharan Africa in particular continuing to display high rates. Second, there 

have been some improvements in the provision of reproductive healthcare. Between 1996 and 2008 

women in all regions have experienced greater access to prenatal care and the services of skilled birth 

attendants (DESA, 2010). However again, regional disparities remain. For example, while the average 

across Asia for deliveries attended by a skilled attendant is 80%, in Southern Asia this drops to only 52%. 

Sexual and reproductive health problems account for 18% of the global burden of disease, and 32% of the 

burden among women aged 15-44 (WHO, 2001), therefore addressing these issues is critical for 

improving overall health outcomes. Maternal mortality rates are particularly challenging to measure, but 

figures from 2005 reported an estimated figure of 536,000 deaths occurring during pregnancy, childbirth 

or the subsequent six weeks. Again, regional disparities mean that more than three-quarters of these 

deaths occur in just two regions: Sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia. In terms of health, we find that the 

proportion of women whose deliveries are attended by a skilled birth attendant are lower and the maternal 

mortality rates are higher for the high-SIGI countries (see figure 2). 

  

  

                                                
3
 Figures only include converging countries for which there was data available in the selected year. This applies to 

both the high-SIGI countries and the others.  
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Figure 2. Sexual and reproductive health in high-SIGI converging countries: Maternal mortality 

rates in 2008 
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Education 

 

The abolition of school fees and heavy investments in education to improve infrastructure and ensure 

more and better-trained teachers has had a clear impact on increasing enrolment rates in much of the 

developing world. Overall, the gender gap in primary education has shrunk, and primary enrolments are 

now 48% for girls and 52% for boys (OECD/UNESCO, 2005). However, despite this progress, gender 

parity has not still been achieved in the developing world as a whole. For example, for every 100 boys out 

of school: in Yemen there are 270 girls; in Iraq 316 girls; in India 416 girls; and in Benin 257 girls 

(UNESCO 2007). Research carried out on household surveys across 80 countries (1996-2003) found that 

where the mother has some formal education, 16% of primary school-age children were out of school as 

compared to 36% where the mother has no formal education. These percentages rise to 24% and 54% 

respectively in West and Central Africa (Jones et al 2010: 15), indicating the risk of inter-generational 

effects of the lack of education of women. 

 

Progress has not been as significant at the secondary level, which can in fact have more positive impacts 

on women‟s capabilities than primary education does (Grown et al, 2005, 37). While trends for girls and 

young women are improving, adult women still account for two-thirds of the more than 770 million 

illiterate adults in the world, and this has not changed significantly in relative terms over the past two 

decades (DESA 2010). Furthermore, while literacy rates are generally globally increasing, high-SIGI 

countries display female youth literacy rates significantly below the converging country average of 

92.1%, with the exception of China. As figure 3 below demonstrates, the majority of high-SIGI 

converging countries rank consistently lower in terms of the ratios of female to male enrolment in 

primary, secondary and tertiary education, and this is particularly marked in the case of the latter. This 

also holds for female primary completion which is another useful measure of child education, with only 

Egypt, China, India and Iran registering rates above the average of non-high-SIGI converging countries 

(90.1%) and Chad at the other extreme, with an average completion rate for girls of 21.6%. 

 

Poverty is one of the main barriers to education for both girls and boys, but other obstacles include 

adverse cultural practices, poor quality of teaching and school facilities and distance to schools which can 

affect girls more deeply, perhaps helping to explain why girls living in rural areas can face additional 

challenges in attending secondary school. In addition to those barriers, there are other emerging 

challenges that reduce girls‟ enrolment in primary, secondary and tertiary education such as HIV/AIDS, 

orphan hood, emergencies and other fragile situations, gender-based violence, and the information 
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technology gender gap. In a situation of limited household resources, it is often the case that girls are kept 

out of school to assist with domestic chores preventing them from obtaining an education. 

 

Figure 3. Female /male enrolment rates in primary education (2007) and female youth literacy 

(2008) for high-SIGI converging countries 
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Employment 

 

The nature of women‟s labour force participation has changed over the past two decades, while overall 

remaining relatively stable over the past two decades at approximately 52% (DESA 2010). At the same 

time, there has been a decline in the number of men participating in the labour force, with the result that 

the gender gap is slowly closing. The changing nature of women‟s participation in the labour force can be 

explained by a number of factors such as greater female education, declining fertility, growing 

urbanization, and shifts in the sectoral components of production (Heintz 2006). Changes in gender norms 

and the roles of men and women have also begun to shift, although women in developing countries still 

retain the „double burden‟ of being responsible for (unpaid) domestic and care work as well as taking on 

increasing roles in paid work outside the home. It is notable that female labour force participation rates 

are much lower in countries that have high levels of discrimination against women as indicated in figure 4 



8 

below. The average female labour force participation rate for high-SIGI converging countries is just 37% 

(this drops to 31% when China is removed) as compared to 53% for the other countries. 

 

Figure 4. Average female labour force participation rates according to SIGI quintiles 

 

 
 

In large part due to the changes brought about by shifting wealth, gender inequalities in employment now 

have less to do with the gap between economically active men and women and are now more linked to 

inequality in the quality of jobs for men and women (ILO 2010). Increasingly, jobs are located in the 

informal sector, where workers are made more vulnerable through the lack of decent pay or the provision 

of social protection (Jütting and Laiglesia 2009). This has implications for earnings, social protection, 

work-related benefits and the prospects of social mobility. As a result of their lower educational 

attainment, domestic responsibilities and socially ascribed gender roles, women are more likely to work in 

informal employment or without access to decent work. 

 

A growing demand for labour mobility and technical skills in the context of “shifting wealth 

phenomenon” tends to benefit men due to their educational advantage and ability to move between 

sectors (Luci 2009). Many of the new jobs that are being created, particularly within industries such as 

manufacturing, are calling for increasingly high-skilled workers which puts women at a disadvantage 

even though they had previously dominated these sectors in export-oriented countries. 

 

The gender gap in the share of vulnerable employment for males and females is most significant in the 

MENA region. Research also found that in two of the poorest regions, Sub-Saharan Africa and South 

Asia, not only is the share of vulnerable employment in total employment relatively high but there is also 

a relatively large gender gap in vulnerable employment shares (ILO, 2009. p.11-12). Kucera and 

Xenogiani (2009: 91-2) argue that while the evidence on whether women are more likely to be in 

informal employment than men is inconclusive, it is clear that women are more likely than men to be 

employed in the lower echelons of informal employment, particularly as contributing family workers. 

This is evident in figure 5 below, which clearly shows that for all regions, the average relative ratio of 

female to male contributing family workers is by far the highest compared to the relative ratio of female 

to male employees and employers. This is the case in many of the high-SIGI converging countries as 

well, with women making up the overwhelming majority of contributing family workers in Bangladesh 

(66.1%) and Ethiopia (63.1%).  
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Figure 5. Gender segregation by working status in relative ratios (yearly observations 1999-2007) 
 

 
 

In many developing countries, women are now over-represented in farming activities, and agricultural 

work is the most common form of female employment and the largest source of income for women (see 

figures 6 and 7), and this is particularly the case in some regions. In sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia, 

the agricultural sector makes up more than 60 percent of all female employment (ILO 2009). While is 

estimated that rural women in Africa produce 80% of the food (ILO, 2005), despite this „feminisation of 

agriculture‟ women rarely control the land they work on or the resources that it generates. Women are 

more likely to work in subsistence farming or on small plots of land, whereas the men who are active in 

the agricultural sector are more likely to be involved in machinery-driven or export-oriented agriculture 

(Jütting and Laiglesia 2009). 

 

Figure 6. Distribution of employment by sector (sectoral employment as percentage of total 

employment), by sex and region 2008 
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Figure 7. Females employed in the agriculture sector for high-SIGI countries, 2005 
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Women also continue to be discriminated against in terms of wages in most sectors. Gender gaps in 

wages exist across all countries: Kucera and Xenogiani found that women earn 32% to 36% less than men 

in Ethiopia, Morocco and Tunisia (OECD 2009: 93). In Brazil, a woman with more than 13 years of 

schooling is likely to receive 66.4% of the wages of a man with a similar education level (Ventura-Dias 

2010). Research carried out by the ILO with more than 41,000 workers in Bangladesh found that even 

when controlling for differences in age, education, industry, occupational type and location, women still 

earned 15.9% less than men per hour. This was exacerbated by the fact that they are also most often 

employed in lower-paid industries (Kapsos 2008).  

 

Political participation 

 

In addition to changing the dynamics of global economies, shifting wealth and development in an 

increasingly globalised world have also brought changes to the nature of governance at the national and 

regional levels. Over time there has been a slow increase in the participation of women in the political 

sphere, and this has accelerated during the past decade with the proportion of women in national 

assemblies increasing from 11.6% in 1995 to 18.4% as of 2008 (UNIFEM 2008, 21). Similarly, the 

number of women in ministerial positions is rising, although in some regions such as MENA and South 

Asia the numbers remain low. It is clear that there is still a long way to go before parity is reached.  

 

As figure 8 shows, of the converging countries, the high-SIGI countries had an average increase of 3% in 

the 1990s and 6.7% in the 2000s. Other countries, on the other hand, witnessed a significantly higher 

engagement of women in parliament of 5.7% and 15% over the same time period. High levels of 

discrimination against women mean that women have fewer opportunities to engage politically or to be 

active players in the political sphere, and this may be reflected in the lower levels of female 

parliamentarians in these countries. One particularly notable trend has been the increased use of quotas in 

many countries to accelerate the representation of women in parliament. Although not a panacea, quotas 

do help to break down some of the structural barriers to women‟s involvement in politics; however 

challenges still remain in combating traditional stereotypes and ensuring that women are not just 

represented but that they also participate meaningfully.  
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Figure 8. Percentage of female parliamentarians in converging countries, 2009 
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From this brief overview of health, education and employment outcomes and the opportunities for 

political participation it is clear that while some positive progress can be highlighted, there is still far to 

go in the journey towards gender equality. In theory, globalisation and the increased growth experienced 

in many developing countries over the past two decades should present significant opportunities for 

challenging the status quo and taking advantage of increased wealth, inter-connectedness and mobility 

among regions. In reality, however, there are hidden factors that prevent these opportunities from being 

seized and limit the extent to which the gains of shifting wealth can be turned into an advantage for both 

men and women in converging countries. The next section of the paper will explore these factors in more 

detail. 

 

4. What drives persisting gender inequality in high growth countries?  
 

Despite overall improving trends, within the group of converging countries gender inequalities appear to 

be more persistent in those that score the highest on the Social Institutions and Gender Index. As the 

previous section showed, high-SIGI countries have lower girls‟ school enrolment, completion and literacy 

rates, lower female labour force participation rates, fewer women in parliament and worse health 

indicators for women. These findings are reinforced by other research carried out by the OECD 

Development Centre that found that in the 21 countries where social institutions discriminate against 

women the most (those ranked in the top SIGI quintile), primary school completion is on average more 

than 15% lower, nearly twice as many children suffer from malnutrition, and maternal mortality rates are 

twice as high when compared with other developing countries. However, the important question that 

remains is why is this the case?  

 

This paper argues that these gender inequalities in outcomes are linked to the underlying discriminatory 

social institutions that compromise the extent to which women are able to have control over decision-

making and resources as well as their own bodies and to make choices to safeguard their own health, 

education and welfare or that of their children (UNDG 2010, OECD 2010a). These discriminatory social 

institutions can prevent the accrual of gains in wealth and well-being in, and may at least partly explain 

the continued obstacles to more gender equal development outcomes in some of the converging countries 

over the past two decades. Capturing these long-lasting codes of conduct, norms, traditions, and informal 

and formal laws can be difficult, given that they can be invisible and are the underlying drivers rather than 

the outcomes of gender inequality. The OECD Development Centre‟s Social Institutions and Gender 
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Index (SIGI) incorporates twelve variables that measure discriminatory dimensions of the family code, 

civil liberties, ownership rights, son preference and physical integrity for 124 non-OECD countries. 

 

First, access to resources generally, and ownership rights in particular, are critical to securing a 

sustainable livelihood and overall well-being. The lack of these rights is one of the main sources of 

women‟s economic insecurity (see table 2). When women own and control resources and family assets, 

they have increased decision-making power in the household and are more likely to allocate resources to 

support the welfare of all family members, including by reducing poverty and hunger. Discriminatory 

attitudes and practices regarding the role of women in society, such as the low status of female-headed 

households or the limited inheritance rights accorded to women are significant barriers to their control 

over resources. Countries where women lack any right to own land have on average 60% more 

malnourished children, and where women lack any access to credit the number of malnourished children 

is 85% above average. The different channels of land ownership are profoundly gender-biased in many 

regions (Deere and Leon 2001) preventing women from gaining more access to land resources, and the 

lack of control of land also has a knock-on effect on access to other resources such as irrigation, livestock 

or agricultural extension services. For example, in Latin America, data from 2000 shows that the female 

share of documented landowners was only 29.7% (Deere, Alvarado and Twyman 2010). A recent 

research paper in UNDP reported that women own less than 5% of land in the South Asia region (Kumar 

2010). 

 

Table 2. Lack of access to resources 

What this means The impact on women and girls 

Limited land and property rights  Limits women‟s agricultural productivity, security of livelihoods 

and food security  

 Increases vulnerability to poverty, migration, urbanization, and 

the risk of violence 

 Lack of collateral prevents women from accessing bank loans or 

financial services  

 Reduces women‟s bargaining and decision-making power in the 

household 

Limited access to financial 

resources 

 

 Restricts women‟s entrepreneurship 

 Reduces women‟s ability to generate and sustain reliable and 

independent income 

Limited inheritance rights 

 

 Widowed girls and women may be left homeless and/or destitute  

 Increases vulnerability and dependence of girls and young 

women in early marriage and early pregnancy 

 

Second, when women have little say about decisions made in the family and household then they may be 

less able to make choices to safeguard the health, education and welfare of their children. If they lack 

decision-making power in the community or at the national level then they may be less able to articulate 

their interests, and get them represented (see table 3). This can result in gender inequalities in resource 

allocation, service provision and the likelihood that women‟s human rights will be compromised. The 

lack of decision-making power is linked to the fact that women and girls often have a very low status in 

the household. This means that they may have few alternatives or limited negotiation power to resist 

discriminatory practices such as social pressure to enter into an early marriage. Early marriage reduces the 

likelihood that women will be able to ensure that their children receive an education, as well as decreasing 

the chance that they will attend or complete school themselves. Net enrolment in primary education is, on 

average, lower in countries with high levels of early marriage (OECD 2010a). In the countries where 

more than half of girls aged 15-19 years are married (Democratic Republic of Congo, Niger, Afghanistan, 

Congo, Mali), on average less than half primary school aged children are in school. Women‟s lack of 
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decision making power in the family and household therefore seems to be associated with lower 

enrolment in schools, and also suggests that discrimination against women has an inter-generational 

effect. 

 

Table 3. Limited decision-making power 

What this means The impact on women and girls 

Limited representation in 

parliament 

 Limits women‟s voice and inhibits their ability to participate in 

society  

 Affects the perception of women‟s role in the decision making 

process 

Limited representation in 

government and local level 

 Limits women‟s voice and community engagement  

 Limits the likelihood that decisions address child healthcare, 

education and family planning at the community and district level 

Limited decision-making power in 

the household 

 Increases the likelihood that women and girls lose out in the intra-

household allocation of resources 

 Limits their ability to influence choices regarding their own 

healthcare, household purchases and mobility 

 Increases the likelihood of high fertility rates and reduces their 

ability to negotiate safe sex 

 

Finally, women‟s physical security, inside and outside their homes, is compromised by various forms of 

harmful traditional practices and violence against women throughout the world (see table 4). Not only 

does this have physical and psychological consequences for women and girls, but it can also reduce their 

access to health services, and can limit their ability to negotiate safe motherhood. Where women are 

victims of violence or are subjected to female genital mutilation (FGM), they are at a much greater risk of 

experiencing complications or death during pregnancy and delivery. For example, maternal mortality in 

Sierra Leone was reported to be 970 per 100 000 live births in 2005, one of the highest rates in the world. 

This can partly be explained by the widespread poverty and limited health services available for much of 

the population – only 43% of births are attended by midwives or skilled birth attendants. However, 

evidence shows that there is also a relationship between women‟s physical insecurity and the high 

prevalence of both violence against women and harmful traditional practices. FGM is practised widely 

throughout Sierra Leone, with the incidence reported to be as high as 85%. This has a negative impact on 

women‟s health and welfare, and it also contributes to the high level of maternal mortality witnessed in 

the country. Cultural taboos and a failure to prioritise women‟s health and safety mean that too often, 

women are compelled to bear children and give birth at home and without access to adequate healthcare. 

Healthcare is conditioned by socioeconomic status and the norms of society, which can result in gender 

inequalities in terms of access and service provision. This is reflected in terms of per capita health 

expenditure in 2005 in converging countries. Where the governments of high-SIGI converging countries 

were found to invest on average only $142.5 per capita, much lower than the average of even the low-

income converging countries at $148.4 per capita. India, Nigeria, Pakistan and Sudan are lower-middle 

income countries, but their per capita health expenditures were only $109.2, $131, $63.6 and $70.5 

respectively. 
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Table 4. Violence against women 

What this means The impact on women and girls 

Physical and sexual violence  Causes physical and psychological health problems 

 Increases vulnerability to HIV/AIDS and sexual exploitation  

 Compromises the education of girls when violence occurs in 

schools 

 Lowers earnings and productivity when women are unable to 

work 

 Restricts women‟s freedom of movement 

 Exposes women to stigma and rejection by their community and 

families 

Female genital mutilation (FGM)  Short and long term risks to physical, sexual and psychological 

health  

 Compromises women‟s reproductive health and increases risk of 

mortality during pregnancy and childbirth 

 

Discrimination in these three areas can place women in a vulnerable position, and can increase the 

likelihood that they will be unable to escape from traditional gender roles or take advantage of the new 

opportunities of shifting wealth. In terms of employment, according to Seguino (2000: 1213), there are 

five key areas where discrimination against women is evident: job segregation within the paid labour 

market; the division of labour between paid and unpaid work; the distribution of income and resources 

within the household; access to redistributions of the state; and, credit in financial markets. Both shifting 

wealth and the persistence of discrimination against women in the high-SIGI converging countries have 

intensified the differences between men and women in these five areas with important consequences for 

the status and type of work that women are able to undertake. 

 

Reflecting this, the fact that the labour force participation rate of women in high-SIGI countries is 

significantly lower could be due to the fact that more women are working in the informal economy, which 

has been found to often be the case in countries where discrimination against women is very prevalent 

(Jütting and Laiglesia 2009). The lower earnings in informal jobs can lead women to have less bargaining 

power in the household, and may limit the household resources that are available for accessing services 

such as healthcare or in making investment decisions that could increase household wealth in future. 

Giving women access to decent work and wages can therefore have a positive impact on their status and 

can bring other growth-enhancing effects such as increased savings rates, greater investment in the health 

and education of children and a higher likelihood of credit repayment (Stotsky 2006). 

 

Another way in which these discriminatory social institutions result in gender inequalities that have also 

been exacerbated by shifting wealth is in the case of son preference. In many countries, particularly China 

and India, there is strong evidence of „missing women‟ as a result of son preference due to female 

infanticide, sex-selective abortions and neglect of the well-being of girl children (Klasen and Wink 2003; 

Sen 1990). Son bias is largely a regionally-specific concern, with East Asia, India and the Middle East 

and North Africa (MENA) displaying the highest levels of son preference (OECD 2009). The resulting 

single-male households present in many of these countries present the possibility of societal conflict as 

men compete to marry and begin families with a shrinking pool of women. In China, recent research has 

found that the shifting demographic reality is already changing household saving behaviour, and may be a 

factor driving global imbalances (Wei and Zhang 2009; OECD 2010a: 60-1). This also has implications 

for social cohesion. Son bias, or preference, perpetuates discriminatory practices against women and girls 

due to the fact that in regions where men find it difficult to find wives, early marriage, forced marriage, 

brideknapping and other practices may be more widespread. There are also implications for the wealth 

and welfare of households. For example, the perception that investing in boys will yield a greater return 
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than similar investments in girls who will eventually marry and leave the family is reflected in the 

allocation of household resources (Quisumbing 2007).  

 

Link para  

 

5. Transforming discriminatory social institutions through policy 

interventions 
 

This paper has argued that discriminatory social institutions may help explain the gender unequal 

outcomes that are visible in many converging countries, despite the fast growth that they have 

experienced over the past two decades. The consequences are that health and education outcomes are 

worse for women, their access to decent work and opportunities for political participation is constricted, 

and overall social cohesion in many communities around the world is gradually eroded through the 

exclusion and marginalisation of women. Whilst these discriminatory social institutions are often 

grounded in deeply-engrained, slow-moving norms, traditions and values, transformation is possible. In 

particular, since converging countries are experiencing faster growth, the possibility to use the increased 

fiscal space and resources available for specific gender-related policy interventions exists.  

 

Little is understood about the conditions and mechanisms through which discriminatory social institutions 

can be changed, and how this can then lead to greater gender equality, and this is therefore an area that 

merits much future research. Nevertheless, there are some examples of where specific policy 

interventions have contributed to a change in either legal frameworks or the endowments available to 

women that resulted in either a mitigation of the impact of discrimination against women, or a 

transformation in the institutions themselves. This points to the potential for reform in high-SIGI 

countries, so that the benefits of shifting wealth may be shared more equally among the population, 

including women. This section will give a brief overview of some examples of successful and innovative 

policy interventions, and points to the critical need for future research to advance our knowledge on the 

relationship between discriminatory social institutions and gender inequality. 

 

Land titling  

 

As mentioned earlier in the paper, ownership rights are critical for securing a sustainable livelihood and a 

secure income for women, and land rights in particular are directly relevant to poverty reduction. Land 

ownership is central in countries where the population highly depends on agricultural production or 

farming-related activities: limited land rights have a negative impact on food security, increase the 

vulnerability of women to poverty or violence, prevent women from accessing bank loans or financial 

services, and reduce women‟s decision-making power in the household. This has also negative 

consequences at household and community level.  

 

One of the proposed policy options to counter these negative impacts is joint land-titling, which consists 

of granting equal rights to both men and women in accessing and controlling land. As figure 8 showed, 

women are over-represented in the agriculture employment sector in many developing countries, and it is 

also their largest source of income. It is therefore critical that women gain better access and control over 

land, especially in countries with a high percentage of female employees in agriculture like Bangladesh, 

Ethiopia or Pakistan, as was shown in figure 7.  

 

Ethiopia is a low-income converging SIGI country (see Table 1): it ranks 89 out of 102 countries in the 

SIGI and therefore presents high levels of discrimination against women. Figure 7 shows that although 

more than 70% of women are employed in farming-related activities in Ethiopia, they still have less 

access to and control over land than men. A recent government-led initiative to counteract women‟s 
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financial vulnerability through land certification in Ethiopia has helped to improve significantly their 

economic and social status. The land certification effort was aimed to ensure that land is not taken from 

farmers without compensation, and women were able to benefit from the scheme. In less than two years‟ 

time, the Ethiopian government has issued about 20 million land use certificates to some 6 million 

households (World Bank 2008). This large land certification program provided joint ownership to spouses 

by simply “adding an extra line and photo slot to the land certificate itself, allowing for women to add 

their name and photo to the title” (Barne 2010).  

 

The joint land titling effort in Ethiopia also had a significant positive impact on land-related investment 

and rental market activity (Deininger, Ali, ALemu, (2008) ref PPT Mayra), and improves the mobility of 

women and their access to other sources of finance, as land can be used as collateral. Finally, it was found 

that female-headed households with certificates were 20% more likely than male-headed households to 

make soil and water conservation investments in land. (Deininger, Ali, ALemu, (2008) ref PPT Mayra). 

The success of the Ethiopian joint land titling appears to indicate that it is possible to combat 

discriminatory social institutions and bring about positive changes in outcomes for women. A tangible 

result of policy interventions targeting land access and ownership is the increased social and economic 

empowerment of women, which can also provide more security of livelihoods and social cohesion within 

communities. 

 

Furthermore, the impact of such an initiative on social cohesion is significant as it has not only helped 

reduce conflict over land in the region, but more importantly it has increased women‟s confidence and 

sense of belonging: results show that when women have control over their property and have access to a 

sustainable livelihood they feel more secure, equal and can be productive members of the household and 

of the community (OECD 2010a). Overall, women‟s access to ownership helps to reduce poverty and 

increases food security. This is for many reasons. Security in land tenure can improve agricultural 

production by enabling long-term investment in land. Ownership or control of land increases self-

employment income and the ability to use land or house as collateral for credit or as mortgageable assets 

during a crisis contributes to a household‟s available coping strategies during times of crisis or hardship. 

Land also gives women greater bargaining power within the household and can protect women against the 

risk of domestic violence.  

 

Cash transfers 

 

Having access to public services is an essential right. However, there is an increasing recognition that 

public services contain gender specific biases in the way they are designed and delivered (UNIFEM 2010, 

ODI 2009) and that certain factors may constrain women‟s social and physical access to services. Indeed, 

where economic factors perpetuate discrimination against women, policies can be put in place to provide 

some socioeconomic security for girls and their households, thereby incentivising the family to keep girls 

in school or provide them with access to healthcare. 

 

Increasingly, social protection mechanisms are being designed to integrate gender-sensitive concerns 

(ODI 2009). This is particularly the case with regards to conditional cash transfer programmes targeting 

poor households, where loans or grants are offered on the basis of certain conditions relating to education 

or health requirements being fulfilled. An increasing number of these types of programmes go beyond 

redressing poverty to integrating awareness-raising campaigns and trainings to address gender biases and 

attitudes towards women. In Latin America, conditional cash transfer mechanisms have been used to 

target mothers or those responsible for the welfare of the children within a household.  Programmes such 

as Opportundiades in Mexico, Bolsa Familia in Brazil and Juntos in Peru include conditions on girl‟s 

school attendance. In Malawi, conditional cash transfer schemes with conditions linked to girls‟ education 

and health have also been proven to help reduce the probability of girls to getting married while in school, 

of becoming pregnant and the probability of being infected by HIV/AIDS (Mayra presentation).  
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Gender-sensitive social protection tools such as these types of programmes can prove to be very effective 

in reducing girls and women‟s vulnerability to poverty and gender bias in access to essential services. 

More importantly, they can help to address discriminatory social institutions such as early marriage. In 

India, a conditional cash transfer scheme, ‘Dhan Laxmi’, has been put forward as a good practice in 

educating young girls and delaying early marriage. It has been implemented on a pilot basis in seven 

States since 2008. This scheme was launched by the Government to provide financial incentives to 

families (usually the mother) on fulfilling specific conditions including birth registration, immunisation, 

school enrolment and insurance coverage, but only if the girl remains unmarried until the age of 18. It is 

expected that 79,555 girls benefited from the scheme during 2008-2009. In addition to providing an 

incentive to parents to improve their daughters‟ health and well-being and to encourage them to invest in 

them through the allocation of resources, this scheme targets social institutions as a whole as it includes a 

long-term campaign to eliminate the patriarchal mindset in Indian society that prevents girls from 

accessing same health, education and economic opportunities as boys. 

 

Ensuring completion of their education, transforming attitudes towards early marriage can have a 

significant inter-generational impact. Children are less likely to go to school if their mother has not been 

educated, and this is more likely to be the case if girls are married off young. The lost years of schooling 

not only impact negatively on the girls themselves who are married young, but also on their community 

and the next generation. While there are many factors driving early marriage, this research shows that if 

women are able to exercise greater decision-making power over their lives and resist early marriage, then 

their children‟s primary completion rates are likely to be higher. Educating girls brings significant returns 

not only to the girls themselves and their families, but to communities as a whole. Research has shown 

that where women have received an education, their children will be healthier and are more likely to 

attend school (King, Klasen and Porter 2008). 

 

Quotas 

 

Most of the countries of the world grant women the right to vote and to run for elections, however, this 

has not proven to be sufficient to guarantee women‟s political decision making power. For example, in 

Lebanon and Morocco women won seats in parliament only 30 years after being granted political rights 

(UNDG 2010). This reflects the need to use mechanisms beyond electoral rights to ensure women‟s more 

active political participation, particularly in parliament.  

 

Despite significant progress in the last five years with women increasingly being elected in parliament 

and accounting for 18.6 % of parliamentarians around the world, a lot remains to be done to reach the 30 

% target set by the Beijing Platform for Action (IPU, 2010). Specific mechanisms have been developed 

and used in order to reach a gender balance in political institutions such as quota systems, institutional 

guarantees, and innovative electoral structures. Used in 46 countries, laws instituting quota systems 

reserving a limited number of seats in parliament, requiring a minimum share of women on candidate lists 

or measures written into the statutes of individual political parties have been proven to be particularly 

successful in addressing the legislative under-representation of women (IDEA 2009). Reflecting the 

success of this mechanism, particularly in relation to increasing the number of women‟s seats in 

parliament, research done by UNIFEM has shown that as of 2008, in countries using quotas, the average 

representation of women in parliament was of 21.9 % as opposed to 15.3 % for those not using this 

system. Countries with a significantly high percent of women in parliament such as South Africa (44.5%), 

Mozambique (39.2%) and Argentina (38.5%) apply quota systems. A particularly notable phenomenon 

resulting from the use of these systems is that low-income countries and post-conflict countries have had 

a considerable increase of women‟s seats in parliament such as Rwanda (56.3%) and Kyrgyzstan (25.6%) 

which are both low income converging countries with quotas. Kyrgyzstan in particular has seen a 

dramatic change in its political landscape given that in 2005 there were no women in parliament and by 
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2008 it had the highest proportion of women in parliament and in government in Central Asia. Rwanda, a 

common illustration of the success of quotas, became in 2008 the first country in the world with more 

women than men in parliament and the country with the highest proportion of women in parliament in the 

world. 

 

Affirmative action has visibly proven to be an effective means to increase women‟s political participation, 

but it is less clear whether or not it has been an effective mechanism to challenge perceptions on women‟s 

role in politics and combat the discrimination that they face in the political sphere. In some countries 

ranking highly in the Social Institutions and Gender Index (SIGI) where patriarchal attitudes and 

discriminatory traditions restrict women‟s empowerment both in the household and in society, women‟s 

representation in parliament has been improving in the past years. For example, Ethiopia now ranks 89 

out of 102 but has 21.9% of its parliament made up of women and Pakistan which ranks 94 out of 102 has 

22.2% female representation in parliament. Research on quota mechanisms seems to demonstrate that 

increasing the number of women participating in politics can encourage women to assert their political 

right to vote and encourages women candidates to push for more gender-sensitive policies. Furthermore, 

increasing women‟s participation in politics can positively impact on social cohesion by promoting 

women‟s sense of inclusion and participation in civic life. It helps to recognise their role as legitimate 

actors in society and gives them a voice.  

 

Table 5 below outlines some of the policy options for dealing with discrimination against women in the 

area of ownership rights, decision-making and physical security and the ways in which these interventions 

can support social cohesion. More research is needed to understand the change process and the conditions 

which can lead these interventions to transformation in discriminatory practices. This would allow 

policymakers to design more sustainable interventions in the future. 

 

Table 5. Policy options for reducing discrimination against women and increasing social cohesion 

 Policy options Implications for social cohesion 

Lack of 

access to 

resources 

 Land-titling projects and resettlement schemes  

 Legal aid and training for women to help them 

claim their rights and protect their assets 

 Equitable access to adequate housing through 

gender sensitive legislation 

 Microfinance schemes and services targeting 

women and girls 

 Training and networks to support women‟s 

entrepreneurship 

 Legislative reform to protect women and girls‟ 

right to inherit 

More access to and control over 

resources :  

 Helps women to more actively 

participate in the formal economy  

 Helps improve women‟s  

socioeconomic status 

 Increases their sense of belonging 

 Helps increases women‟s social 

mobility 

Limited 

decision-

making 

power 

 Quotas and affirmative action 

 Proportional Representation 

 Constitutional reform ensuring women‟s 

participation at all tiers of local governance   

 Awareness raising campaigns  involving men 

Greater opportunities to participate in 

political life helps:  

 Recognise their often invisible 

contributions and legitimate their 

status 

 Promote their sense of inclusion and 

social mobility 

 Give women more bargaining 

power in the home 

Violence 

against 

women 

 Publicity and media campaigns to increase 

public awareness 

 Strengthen data collection on the prevalence 

More security for women : 

 Avoids the erosion of social capital 

due to stigma and isolation faced by 
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and incidence of VAW 

 Adopt and enforce national laws against VAW 

 Prohibit and criminalise marital rape 

 Public awareness campaigns   

 Community led initiatives to abandon FGM 

survivors of Gender based violence 

 Allows more inclusion of women and 

increases their sense of trust in society 

 

6. Conclusion 
 

Globally, the economy loses out on women‟s productive capacity if it‟s not harnessed by access to 

employment, and if women are unable to participate in community and public life then this has negative 

implications for their integration into and contribution to society. As this paper has argued, discriminatory 

social institutions play an important role in exacerbating these unequal outcomes and in reducing the 

positive impact that the fast growth in converging countries could have on women‟s economic, political 

and social participation. Greater gender equality, however, would not just lead to better outcomes for 

women, but it would also contribute to social cohesion. Combating discrimination against women means 

that they can undertake higher value economic activity; it increases women‟s social mobility in the labour 

market, allows for more inclusion of women and increases the sense of belonging of a wider group within 

the population. In a context of fast growth, growing inequalities and . 

  

This research is a first step in understanding how discriminatory social institutions in the high-SIGI 

converging countries impact on women, their communities and social cohesion more broadly. In order to 

better meet the challenges of ongoing gender inequalities, greater emphasis is needed on the 

documentation and analysis of successful strategies to transform practices that discriminate against 

women so that policy interventions can be targeted more effectively on the basis of evidence gathered at 

the regional, national and local levels. More data on gender-related issues, particularly pertaining to 

discriminatory social institutions such as early marriage, violence against women and access to land and 

credit is needed. Capacity for data collection is weak in many countries, but without better data, 

understanding and enabling the conditions for transformation of these discriminatory practices will be 

extremely difficult. The increased fiscal space in converging countries should be exploited, and resources 

could be allocated to targeting discrimination against women more specifically. In the case of gender 

issues, faster and greater growth does not automatically equal better outcomes, and in many cases is not 

sufficient for breaking down the barriers that prevent women‟s economic, social and political 

empowerment. A deeper understanding of discriminatory social institutions would enable the 

international community to address the underlying drivers of gender inequalities in global development 

outcomes. This would not only empower women but would also contribute to a more cohesive and 

sustainable sharing of the benefits of shifting wealth. 
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