
Background note 

 

 

Shaping policy for development odi.org 

 

High-level event on women’s empowerment 

and sustainable development  

Riga, 2 March 2015 

Helen O'Connell 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Key message 2 (max 20 words each)  

  

 

 

 

 

 



 

 1 
High-level event on women’s empowerment and sustainable development  

1 Why gender equality and women and girls’ rights matter in 
development  

Promoting and respecting women and girls’ human rights is a matter of justice. It is 

an end in itself. It is also fundamental to achieving equitable and sustainable 

development, prosperity, democracy and peace.  

Equality between women and men, and girls and boys, (from diverse groups) is the 

most effective strategy to enable the poorest and most marginalised people and 

communities to improve their situations. Investments in gender equality yield the 

highest returns of all development investments.
1 
 

On average, women reinvest 90% of their income in their families 

and communities, compared to 30 to 40% reinvested by men.
2 
 

When 10% more girls go to school, a country’s Gross Domestic 

Product (GDP) increases on average by 3%.
3
 

2 Where gender equality and women’s empowerment stand 
in development goals and frameworks  

The Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action, agreed at the United Nations 

(UN) Fourth World Conference on Women in 1995, is the most comprehensive 

framework on gender equality and women’s rights.  

The Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), adopted in 2000, are a distillation of 

the recommendations of the UN conferences in the 1990s. MDG3  ‘to promote 

gender equality and empower women’4  focussed government and donor attention 

on key areas and mobilised resources.  But, at the same time, the MDGs 

depoliticised the women’s rights and gender equality agenda, for example, by not 

challenging the structural basis of gender inequality.  

Negotiations are underway on new ‘sustainable development goals’ (SDGs). The 

July 2014 report of the Open Working Group for SDGs proposed a separate goal5 

and referenced gender equality in other goals. There is growing realisation that 

sustainable development and leaving no one behind will only materialise if gender 

inequality is eliminated and the consequential barriers to women’s and girls’ 

empowerment are broken down. The EU is well placed to accelerate progress 

towards gender equality. 

3 The challenges for women’s economic empowerment  

Women’s economic empowerment is a long-term process requiring change at many 

levels. It is about women having the rights, capacity and power to act to achieve 

economic changes for themselves and others, and to participate in, contribute to and 

benefit from growth processes in ways that recognise the value of their 

 
 

1
 OECD (2012) Gender equality in education, employment and entrepreneurship:  Final Report to the MCM 2012 

2 Borges, Phil (2007) Women Empowered: Inspiring Change in the Emerging World. New York, cited in OECD 

(2008) 
3 http://50.usaid.gov/infographic-why-invest-in-women/  
4
 MDG3 has targets on education, literacy, waged employment in non-agricultural sector and proportion of seats 

held by women in national parliaments 
5 Proposed Goal 5, ‘Achieve gender equality and empower all women and girls’, covers discrimination, violence, 
harmful practices, unwaged care and domestic work, leadership and participation  in public life, equal rights to 

economic resources, sexual and reproductive health and rights, information communication technology, and 

equality policy and legislation.  

http://50.usaid.gov/infographic-why-invest-in-women/
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contributions, respect their dignity and make it possible to negotiate a fairer 

distribution of the benefits.6   

Women’s participation in waged employment has increased in recent decades, for 

example, due to the opening up of new jobs in manufacturing or production for 

export and increased access to education.  

Women represent 40% of the global labour force and 43% of the 

world’s agriculture labour. 

Despite progress, pervasive and persistent gender differences remain in 

productivity and earnings across different sectors and jobs.7   

Why is there gender inequality in the economy? 

The inequality women and girls experience in family and kinship relationships is 

based on social norms, beliefs and customs, and is mirrored in the discrimination 

inherent in the market and other economic institutions. It limits their access to 

training and control over and ownership of economic resources, including land, 

income and credit. It hampers the growth of their economic enterprises, their 

employment opportunities and outcomes. The situation is compounded by 

discriminatory legislation that permits gender discrepancies in wages and 

conditions. Most societies assign caring and household work to women and girls, 

which affects the time they have for education, training, production or employment.  

Gender segmentation in labour markets means that the majority of employed 

women are clustered in so-called ‘women’s’ jobs and sectors characterised by low 

wages and few opportunities for promotion, in jobs that are often part-time, casual 

and seasonal. Women workers are critical links in global supply chains, but are 

concentrated at the least powerful end.  

Globally, women’s labour is undervalued and their wages are 70% 

to 90% of men’s.  

How best to foster gender equality and sustainable growth and development? 

Achieving women’s economic empowerment requires a long-term and 

comprehensive approach which recognises that women’s economic opportunities 

and outcomes are shaped by what happens in the economy, but also in social 

affairs, such as access to quality secondary and tertiary education, respectful 

reproductive healthcare, and more equal gender power relations in the family and 

wider society.  

4 Four Strategic Interventions to Empower Women 
Economically  

There are four key strategic interventions which would make it possible for women 

to empower themselves economically: an enabling policy environment; gender-

sensitive practical interventions; support to women’s collective action; and 

optimising the private sector’s roles.  

A. An enabling policy environment for women’s economic 
empowerment 

A key component of an enabling environment is equalities legislation to protect 

gender equality in all spheres; for example, equality of access to training and credit, 

 
 

6
 OECD DAC Network on Gender Equality (2011) Women’s economic empowerment.  Issues paper 

7
 World Bank (2012) World Development Report:  Gender equality and development 
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equality in ownership of economic assets (such as land), and equality in divorce 

and inheritance.  

Eliminating discrimination against women workers and managers 

could increase productivity by as much as 40% per worker.8  

Equal pay for work of equal value, maternity and paternity leave, the right to 

organise for collective bargaining and to seek redress in cases of sexual harassment, 

are core elements. Furthermore, social protection policies, such as social insurance 

for all, minimum standards on decent work and living wages, are important 

ingredients for women’s economic empowerment, and for sustainable economic 

development. 

Gender-responsive macro-economic, financial and trade policies comprise part of 

the wider policy environment that ensures resources are allocated effectively to 

meet the needs of all people. Trade policy has a significant impact on gender 

equality, and vice versa.  

B. Practical interventions for women’s economic empowerment 

Practical interventions can open up economic opportunities for women. Carrying 

out a thorough context- and sector-specific gender analysis, including talking to 

women and girls and gathering information about their specific situations, needs 

and interests, ensures that interventions deliver positive outcomes for them. 

Investment in agriculture, fisheries, industry, energy, infrastructure and 

telecommunication, if informed by a comprehensive gender analysis, can open jobs 

for women. Jobs in production for export can be empowering when pay and 

conditions meet decent work standards. 

Equal access to the full menu of financial, business development and marketing 

services and facilities enables women entrepreneurs to make the best use of their 

productive assets, including land, to build their businesses and move beyond 

subsistence levels.9 Donor-funded initiatives can assist in making these services 

more sensitive to the needs of women entrepreneurs. Measures to ensure women 

farmers have access to extension services and inputs can improve productivity.  

Women could increase yields on their farms by 20 to 30% if they 

had the same access to productive resources as men.10  

C. Support to women’s collective action  

Coming together in groups, organisations and associations enables women to 

identify the challenges they face and how these might be surmounted. It strengthens 

women’s voice, agency and influence on the policy agenda. In the economic arena, 

associations can increase women entrepreneurs’ access to financial services and 

improve productivity through shared purchasing and marketing arrangements. 

Through collective action, women workers are able to press for improved pay and 

conditions. Interventions that acknowledge and support the important roles played 

by women’s organisations and associations are likely to bring positive outcomes for 

women’s empowerment.  

D. The private sector optimises its roles 

The private sector is a key site for women’s economic empowerment as direct or 

indirect (contracted-out) employers, as powerful purchasers of products through 

 
 

8
 Ibid 

9
 OECD DAC Network on Gender Equality (2011) Women’s economic empowerment.  Issues paper 

10
 UN FAO, Why gender?  Key facts.  http://www.fao.org/gender/gender-home/gender-why/key-facts/en/ 

http://www.fao.org/gender/gender-home/gender-why/key-facts/en/
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global supply chains, and as donors. Most private-sector funded programmes to 

date focus on access to education, financial support, training and employment 

opportunities. The private sector, working in partnership with partner and donor 

governments, could adopt a broader and more integrated approach to address the 

underlying barriers to women’s economic empowerment, for example, through 

generating sustainable, equitable and safe employment, fostering women’s agency, 

leadership and influence, and attending to social protection and childcare.11  

5 The EU’s role in promoting gender equality and women’s 
empowerment in global development 

Respect for human rights and the promotion of equality and democracy are core EU 

principles embedded across the EU’s external action policy framework. The EU’s 

values, together with its scale and reach, position it as a natural contributor and 

promoter of gender equality, women’s empowerment and women’s and girls’ 

human rights. 

The EU Plan of Action on Gender Equality and Women’s Empowerment in 

Development (2010-2015) (Gender Action Plan, or GAP) is an operational 

framework for the EU and its Member States, which aims to accelerate a 

coordinated implementation of EU policy commitments.12    

As the GAP approaches its end-date in 2015 and discussions are underway on what 

its successor should comprise, there is an opportunity to build momentum to scale 

up the EU’s ambition and achieve measurable progress on gender equality, 

women’s empowerment and respect for women’s and girls’ rights. 

The following aspects should be considered in drawing-up the successor to the 

GAP:   

 Political leadership and senior and middle management support: 

The key to achieving progress is making gender equality and women’s 

and girls’ rights a top over-arching priority; everything else flows from 

this, including greater policy coherence. 

 Enhanced capacity in context- and sector-specific gender analysis: 

Strong gender analytical skills are necessary to carry out a 

comprehensive, gendered political economy analysis of each context.  

 Strengthened political dialogue: Enhanced gender analytical 

expertise would enable the EU to optimise the role of political 

dialogue in promoting gender equality. 

 Use of the full range of instruments and modalities: The EU needs 

to use the full range of geographic and thematic instruments to 

promote gender equality and women’s and girls’ rights, rather than 

relying only on certain thematic instruments and programmes. 

 Structured dialogue with civil society, and especially women’s 

rights organisations: This would provide access to valuable and 

context-specific analysis, expertise and knowledge. 
 

 
 

 

11
 See, for example, Oak Foundation, et al (2014) The Business Case for Women’s Economic Empowerment:  An 

Integrated Approach 
12

 European Consensus on Development (2005); Council Conclusions on Gender Equality and Women’s 

Empowerment in Development Cooperation. General Affairs and External Relations Council, 8.3.2007   
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