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Foreword

The economic empowerment of women is fundamentally a 
human rights and social justice issue. But it is also important 
for poverty reduction, economic growth and human develop-
ment. Policies and interventions aimed at promoting women’s 
economic empowerment work towards the full recognition 
and realization of women’s economic rights. The economic 
empowerment of women contributes to poverty reduction for 
all; especially in low-income households, it is vital for house-
hold survival. In addition, promoting women’s economic em-
powerment facilitates the achievement of other important 
public policy goals such as economic growth, improved hu-
man development, and reduced violence.  

We firmly believe that the scope of Sida’s engagement for 
women’s economic empowerment must address issues of ac-
cess to and control over resources, but also structural gender 
inequalities such as unpaid work. 

In line with the ideas presented in this paper, Sida’s gender 
equality work will prioritize women’s economic empowerment 
in land and user rights, agricultural development, unpaid care 
work, entrepreneurship and private sector development.

We hope this paper will inspire others to join us and fur-
ther develop the work on women’s economic empowerment. 

Sincerely, 

Susanne Wadstein, Head of the  
Gender Equality Team, Department 
for Empowerment, 
Sida

Anders Pedersen, Director Department for 
Empowerment, Democracy, Human Rights 
and Gender Equality
Sida
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Executive Summary 

Women’s economic empowerment is the single most important 
factor contributing to equality between women and men. A 
specific focus on women is necessary given the reality that 
women comprise the majority of economically disadvantaged 
groups. For this reason Swedish development cooperation is 
increasing its support for women’s economic empowerment as 
part of its overall development programming. This paper aims 
to generate a structured debate and dialogue on the subject of 
women’s economic empowerment, with the aim of defining the 
scope of policy and operational programming in the context of 
Sida’s engagement with partner governments and institutions. 
Gendered power structures and social norms lock both women 
and men in positions that limit both their productivity and 
their ability to choose the lives they want to live. However, for 
the purpose of this paper we will discuss the specifics of eco-
nomic empowerment of women, while also acknowledging the 
need to empower certain groups of disadvantaged men.

Empowerment refers to the process of change that gives in-
dividuals greater freedom of choice and action. A process of 
economic empowerment for women is contingent upon avail-
able resources and whether women have the skills to use them; 
access to economic opportunities; and control over economic 
benefits that can be used to achieve positive change. In reality, 
women face obstacles throughout the process of transforming 
resources into strategic choices. 

Paramount among the obstacles to women’s economic em-
powerment is society’s dependence on women’s unpaid work, 
either at home or the market (in the agricultural sector, for ex-
ample). This results in women’s increased time poverty, re-
stricting their ability to engage in paid and formal work. Re-
moving and overcoming many of the barriers to women’s 
economic empowerment, care work disparities included, will 
require structural change within social institutions to actively 
promote gender equality and women’s rights.

Summary of key areas 
for women’s economic 
empowerment

Key area 1: Entrepre-
neurship and private 
sector development 
Objective: Remove barri-
ers to female entrepre-
neurship and promote in-
clusive financial services 
and trade policies.

Key area 2: Access to 
land and property rights  
Objective: Increase gen-
der equality in terms of 
access to and control 
over land and property 
rights.

Key area 3: Labour mar-
kets and decent work  
Objective: Ensure equal 
access to decent and 
productive work for both 
women and men.

Key area 4: Unpaid  
care work  
Objectives: Promote a 
more equal sharing of 
unpaid care work be-
tween men and women; 
gradually increase af-
fordable childcare op-
tions; promote infra-
structure investments 
that reduce tedious 
household work. 
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Executive summary 

Summary of Sida’s policy 
commitments for women’s 
economic empowerment

Key area 5: Human  
capital   
Objectives: Increase 
women’s access to qual-
ity post-primary educa-
tion; increase number of 
children enrolled in early 
childhood educationt

Key area 6: Social  
Protection  
Objective: Promote gen-
der sensitive social pro-
tection systems and in-
crease the number of 
women covered. 
 
Key area 7: Agriculture 
and rural development  
Objective: Recognize and 
remunerate women in 
their critical role as agri-
cultural producers.

Sida defines women’s economic empowerment as the process which 
increases women’s real power over economic decisions that influence 
their lives and priorities in society. Women’s economic empowerment 
can be achieved through equal access to and control over critical eco-
nomic resources and opportunities, and the elimination of structural 
gender inequalities in the labour market, including a better sharing 
of unpaid care work.

This paper argues that working towards women’s economic 
empowerment is a win-win strategy. The economic empower-
ment of women is a human rights and social justice issue. This 
is particularly important for Sida as policies and interventions 
aimed at promoting women’s economic empowerment will 
help achieve full recognition and realization of women’s eco-
nomic rights, in line with the rights-based development advo-
cated by the agency. Women’s economic empowerment and 
gender equality also have strong bearings on poverty reduc-
tion, growth and human development. Therefore, integrating 
gender goals and targets and addressing gender equality and 
women’s economic empowerment issues across sectors will 
contribute to the poor people’s perspective and are essential to 
the successful implementation of the aid effectiveness agenda 
at the core of Sida’s developmental work. 

 This paper defines and promotes an approach to women’s 
economic empowerment through seven key areas, which will 
strengthen women’s position as economic actors. It includes 
developing a gender perspective in entrepreneurship pro-
grammes and private sector development, to increase women’s 
access to land and property,  labour markets and decent work. 
Furthermore, it entails developing women’s human capital 
and capacities. Reforms and re-distribution of unpaid care 
work will facilitate women’s economic engagement. Finally, a 
gender perspective in social protection will provide women in 
vulnerable situations with economic security. Sida’s overarch-
ing commitments to “improving poor people’s living condi-
tions” stress the importance of developing a gender perspec-
tive in agricultural sector, focusing in particular on women 
farmers.  
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1.	 Introduction

Swedish development cooperation is increasing its support for 
women’s economic empowerment with partner governments 
and institutions. To guide this support, Sida is taking the first 
step towards developing a strategic framework outlining the 
conceptual and operational dimensions of “women’s economic 
empowerment”. This includes a methodology for measuring 
results and a follow-up system to track the pace of implemen-
tation. 

Women’s economic empowerment is a precondition for sus-
tainable development and pro-poor growth. A stronger focus 
on gender equality and women’s economic empowerment as 
part of the aid effectiveness agenda is essential to reduce pov-
erty. Women are the majority of smallholder farmers, but fail-
ure to release their full potential in agriculture contributes to 
low growth and food insecurity.1 Progress in reducing gender 
discrimination in the labour market – a key to unleashing pro-
poor growth, as many studies show – has been slow. Labour 
force participation and women’s wages still lag far behind 
those of men across different sectors.2 

For the purpose of this paper we focus on women’s eco-
nomic empowerment. Gendered power structures and social 
norms lock both women and men in positions that limit both 
their productivity and their ability to choose the lives they 
want to live. Gender equality benefits both men and women, 
but as women are marginalized as economic actors, due to 
structural inequalities that leave more women than men eco-
nomically insecure, this paper focuses on women’s economic 
empowerment. This does not mean that we are overlooking 
the need for empowering certain groups of men.   

In addition, while political empowerment is not the focus of 
this paper, the holistic approach to economic empowerment 
advocated in the paper recognizes the importance of political 
as well as individual empowerment as essential contributors to 
economic empowerment. 

This paper attempts to define women’s economic empow-
erment, explain its rationale and identify effective measures 
for achieving it. Sections Two and Three address the “what” 
and the “why” of women’s economic empowerment. Section 
Four identifies key areas for effective interventions. Finally, 
Section Five provides some pointers for effective implementa-
tion of women’s economic empowerment as part of the aid ef-
fectivenss agenda, while Section Six provides conclusions and 
recommendations.  
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2.	� What Is Women’s Economic 
Empowerment? 

Women’s economic empowerment is seen today as the single most impor-
tant factor contributing to equality between women and men. Economic 
stability increases an individual’s options and choices in life. 
Economic empowerment puts women in a stronger position 
and gives them the power to participate, together with men, in 
the shaping of society, to influence development at all levels of 
society, and to make decisions that promote their family’s and 
their own wellbeing. Economic empowerment of women is a 
matter of human rights and social justice.

Conceptualizing women’s economic empowerment. A common defini-
tion of empowerment encompasses both the process of change 
that enables individuals to have greater freedom of choice, 
and the actions and choices that the individual makes.3 The 
World Bank is one of the few actors to have defined women’s 
economic empowerment. However, the World Bank definition 
focuses principally on markets, that is, “…making markets 
work for women and empowering women to compete in mar-
kets”.4 Access to markets is important because inequality pre-
vents women from having equal access to productive resources 
and economic opportunities. Sida’s definition of women’s eco-
nomic empowerment goes beyond the market and also encom-
passes change in relation to access to and control over critical 
economic resources and opportunities; it also addresses the 
need to eliminate structural gender inequalities in the labour 
market and reduce women’s unpaid work. 

Sida defines women’s economic empowerment as the process which 
increases women’s real power over economic decisions that influence 
their lives and priorities in society. Women’s Economic Empower-
ment can be achieved through equal access to and control over critical 
economic resources and opportunities, and the elimination of struc-
tural gender inequalities in the labour market including a better 
sharing of unpaid care work.
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WHAT IS WOMEN’S ECONOMIC EMPOWERMENT? 

The process of women’s economic empowerment illustrated in Figure 
1 shows that women can achieve economic empowerment if 
(1)	the resources are available and women have the skills to 

utilize them; 
(2)	they have access to economic opportunities and control 

over the economic benefits of those opportunities; and 
(3)	they can use those benefits to make strategic choices lead-

ing to positive changes in their lives. 

In reality, women face obstacles throughout this process and overcoming 
many of them requires society to actively reduce gender discriminatory 
norms and practices and to ensure that public institutions are accountable 
for putting gender rights into practice. Female illiteracy, women’s 
lack of access to information, and gender discriminatory 
norms that prevent women from using and/or owning land 
are examples of obstacles that limit their access to and control 
of economic resources. Exploitative and discriminatory work-
ing conditions, gender segregation in the labour market, re-
stricted mobility, women’s double work burden and dimin-
ished health – caused by gender-based violence, for instance 
– are examples of factors that limit women’s ability to access 
and/or enjoy the returns on their work. 

Unpaid work, both in the productive and domestic spheres is one of the 
single most important obstacles to women’s economic empowerment. 
Overall, women across the world endure heavy workloads 
both outside and inside the home.   Many studies show that 
women’s work day is longer than men’s and that the propor-
tion of work receiving economic remuneration is smaller. A 
substantial part of productive agricultural work today is un-
paid and carried out by women.  In addition to productive 
work, one of the major differences in economic empowerment 
of women compared to men is the fact that women shoulder 
the primary responsibility for unpaid care work within the 
home. Indeed, society depends heavily on women’s unpaid 
work to provide the necessary care of its citizens today. This 
limits women’s free time to engage effectively in income-gen-
erating work, and in many developing countries results in 
women’s acute ‘time poverty’. As a result more women than 
men lack access to valued resources and opportunities and 
continue to have a subordinate status in society.5   
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WHAT IS WOMEN’S ECONOMIC EMPOWERMENT? 

Enabling factors, e.g.:
Secondary education

Financial resources & 
credits

Access to land and 
property

Measures to reconcile 
family and work

Sharing of unpaid care 
work
Networks with other 
women
Legal literacy

Opportunities to 
question norms

Inhibiting factors, e.g.:
Discriminatory labour 
market

Gender Based Violence

Discriminatory land and 
inheritance laws

Norms allocating care 
work to women

Norms restricting 
women’s mobility

Women´s Economic Empowerment

economic opportunities

economic benefits

control over benefits

economic resources and skills 
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The economic empowerment of women requires working with men, and 
challenging long-standing gender stereotypes. A vital starting point 
for increasing women’s economic participation is to work with 
men to address the double burden of care-giving and paid 
work. Working with men and women to confront gender stere-
otypes is important for economic empowerment of both wom-
en and men, as it will expand men and women’s opportunities 
to provide for themselves. Addressing the gender stereotyped 
division of labour that condemns women to carry out the bulk 
of unpaid work will also provide men with opportunities to ex-
pand their role in society. It will allow men to combine family 
and work, and engage in the care of their children and other 
family members; it will also increase opportunities for them to 
take up non-traditional male jobs and increase their options 
for income-generating work. Overall, increasing women bar-
gaining power within the family is essential to enable women 
to take control over economic benefits and to expand their 
strategic life choices. Interventions that change power rela-
tions within the family for example addressing gender norms 
and practices limiting women and men’s choices will be essen-
tial to achieve women’s economic empowerment.     

Finally, a precondition for the effective economic empowerment of women 
is increased accountability by and systematic transformation of institu-
tions to actively promote gender equality and women’s rights.  In practi-
cal terms this means institutions questioning and changing 
their goals, strategies and working processes to promote gen-
der equality. Understanding women’s economic empower-
ment in this way opens up opportunities to improve the situa-
tion of women through a number of interventions in different 
sectors, as described in Chapter 4. 

WHAT IS WOMEN’S ECONOMIC EMPOWERMENT? 
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3.	� Why the Economic 
Empowerment of Women?

The economic empowerment of women is a human rights and social jus-
tice issue, but it also reduces poverty, and strengthens economic growth 
and development. Interventions aimed at promoting women’s 
economic empowerment will help in achieving full recogni-
tion and realization of women’s economic rights, and ulti-
mately sustainable development. While economic growth has 
long been seen as an important route to poverty reduction, 
patterns of growth are just as important as the pace. Studies 
show that the higher the initial inequality in distribution of as-
sets such as education, land or capital, the less likely it is that a 
particular growth path will reduce poverty. Indeed, studies 
have shown that countries with a high level of gender equality 
are more successful in reducing poverty than those with a low 
level of gender equality.6 While it is important to take full ac-
count of markets and private enterprise in economic growth 
processes and to improve people’s access to land, labour and 
capital, it is equally important to invest in basic social services, 
social protection and infrastructure. In addition, the econom-
ic contribution of women, especially in low-income house-
holds, is vital for household survival. Furthermore, their in-
creased participation in the labour force stimulates economic 
growth, in the short term through increased consumption and 
in the longer term through differential savings.7 

Gender inequalities lead to sub-optimal resource allocations and limit 
economic growth8. Gender inequalities result in resource alloca-
tions, especially of labour resources, that follow social and cul-
tural norms rather than economic incentives. This has nega-
tive effects on the flexibility, responsiveness and dynamism of 
economic processes and hence limits growth. Lower labour 
force participation by women results in lower output and 
hence lower GDP. Also, lower productivity and earnings due 
to discrimination and inequalities in the labour market reduce 
the value of production and hence have a negative impact on 
GDP. By contrast, gender equality in labour market participa-
tion reduces poverty and increases inclusive pro-poor growth. 
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WHY THE ECONOMIC EMPOWERMENT OF WOMEN?

Box 1: Gender inequality hampers a country’s growth and 
poverty reduction efforts 

Research shows that reductions in gender inequality boost growth 
and development. 
• �GNP per capita is lower in countries where there is significant 

gender inequality in education9.  In sub-Saharan Africa, inequal-
ity between men and women in education and employment sup-
pressed annual per capita growth during 1960–1992 by 0.8 per-
centage points per year. A boost of 0.8 percent per year would 
have doubled economic growth over that period10.  

• �In India, between 1990 and 2005, states with the highest percent-
age of women in the labour force grew the fastest economically 
and saw the largest reductions in poverty11. 

• �In Burkina Faso, similar access to fertilizer and labour by men 
and women farmers would increase agricultural output between 
10 and 20 percent12. 

Why focus on women? Gendered power structures and social 
norms lock both women and men in positions that limit both 
their productivity and their ability to choose the lives they 
want to live. Gender equality benefits both men and women 
but as women are marginalized as economic actors due to 
structural inequalities that leave more women than men eco-
nomically insecure, this paper focuses on women’s economic 
empowerment. This does not mean that we are overlooking 
the need for empowering certain groups of men.   In some set-
tings it is necessary to have programmes that include both 
women and men while acknowledging their gender-specific 
needs. The economic marginalization of specific groups of 
men is a key factor contributing to HIV, to men’s use of vio-
lence and to men’s migration for work, all realities that leave 
men vulnerable but also directly affecting the lives of women 
and children. Despite the benefits that gendered economic at-
titudes and roles may bring to men as a group, some men are 
put at a disadvantage through gender stereotyping and shift-
ing economic opportunities (see Box 2 for examples). To be ef-
fective, development programmes need to take into account 
the gender-specific needs of both women and men in different 
segments. 
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WHY THE ECONOMIC EMPOWERMENT OF WOMEN?

Box 2: Examples of how men are disadvantaged by stereo-
typing and shifting economic opportunities

• �Social norms and expectations prevent unemployed men to take 
up jobs considered to be “women’s work”.

• �Feminization of labour in the context of trade liberalization un-
dermines male livelihood. 

• �Low-earning men have been excluded from participation in mi-
cro-finance programmes on the basis of stereotypical assump-
tions that men’s repayment rates will be lower and less reliable.  

• �A nine-country study13 shows that a relatively high percentage of 
men report that they are stressed and depressed as a result of 
having too little income or being underemployed, and reveals the 
deep shame associated with men being unemployed, particular-
ly in the lowest income settings. 

   
Economic empowerment also contributes to the reduction of gender-based 
violence, increases women’s family-planning possibilities and slows the 
spread of HIV/Aids. Women’s improved economic situation pro-
vides opportunities to escape exploitative relationships at 
home by breaking the economic dependence on a partner that 
is often at the root of domestic violence.  Empowerment en-
tails an expansion of women’s choices, including those in the 
domain of sexual and reproductive health. An increase in 
women’s decision-making power and control over their repro-
ductive health has been found to reduce the number of chil-
dren in families and slow down the transmission of HIV.14   

Finally, investing in the economic empowerment of women and in the pro-
motion of gender equality has broad multiplier effects for human develop-
ment because there is a positive correlation with children’s 
health and education.15An additional year of education for 
girls can reduce infant mortality by as much as 10 percent.16 
One study showed that the children of educated mothers were 
40 percent more likely to live beyond the age of five, and were 
50 percent more likely to be immunized.17 A mother’s social 
and economic status was also one of the best indicators of 
whether her children escaped poverty and were in good 
health. In addition, enabling  men to take equal responsibility 
and to increase their active engagement in the care of children 
has a positive impact on child health and development, reduc-
tion of violence in societies, women’s well-being and men’s 
own mental health.18
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Provided that women’s economic empowerment is a cross-cut-
ting issue, adequate implementation of the aid effectiveness 
agenda requires a combination of interventions aiming direct-
ly at increasing women’s access and control over economic re-
sources. This has to be combined with commitments to facili-
tate equal sharing of family responsibilities and unpaid care 
work between women and men and gradual development of 
options for childcare solutions.  

Work in seven key areas will contribute to strengthening women’s po-
sition as economic actors.  There is a need for increased access to 
land and property rights and a gender perspective in entrepre-
neurship programmes, private sector development and labour 
market policies. Developing women’s human capital is also es-
sential for them to become economic actors. Reforms and re-
distribution of unpaid care work will facilitate women’s eco-
nomic engagement. Finally, a gender perspective in social 
protection will provide women in vulnerable situations with 
economic security. As the majority of poor women today live 
in rural areas and are dependent on agricultural production, a 
gender perspective and specific focus on women in the agri-
cultural sector is crucial.

Key area 1: Entrepreneurship and private  
sector development

Priority: Remove barriers to female entrepreneurship and pro-
mote inclusive financial services and trade policies.

Private sector development should support female entrepreneurs by remov-
ing the barriers to the development of women-owned enterprises. Female 
entrepreneurs play a prominent role in the economies of devel-
oping countries. In Africa, women’s businesses account for 
more than one-third of all firms and the majority of businesses 
in the informal economy.19 In addition, female-owned enter-
prises produce positive economic and social outcomes, en-
hancing women’s self-confidence, increasing their participa-
tion in household and economic decisions and contributing to 
their economic empowerment.20 However, most women in 
low-income and transition countries have micro- or small en-
terprises operating mainly in the informal economy and are 
almost invisible in large and medium enterprises. They face 
multiple obstacles that diminish their opportunities and po-
tential as businesswomen and entrepreneurs. They have lim-

4.	� Key Areas for Women’s  
Economic Empowerment
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KEY AREAS FOR WOMEN’S ECONOMIC EMPOWERMENT

ited access to education and training, are less likely to be 
members of business associations, have less freedom to select 
their business sector, and are subject to discriminatory atti-
tudes in property, marital and inheritance laws.21 Many rely 
on personal savings or on contributions from relatives to fund 
their enterprises, and without property ownership, they lack 
collateral to access credit from formal financial institutions.22 
They also face administrative barriers as well as lack of infor-
mation, which limit business development and hinder gradua-
tion from the informal to the formal economy. 

Enabling women to become successful in business development re-
quires addressing underlying policy and regulatory constraints. The hur-
dles faced by women and men when starting or expanding 
their business vary from country to country, sector to sector 
and region to region.  It is therefore important to develop the 
knowledge base about local entrepreneurship and its charac-
teristics, including the challenges confronting each group in 
different settings. Thereby women’s and men’s equal access to 
economic resources and business support to start, formalize 
and expand their businesses can be ensured. (See Box 3)

In order to be successful, sector policies need to continue supporting 
business training, start-up services and mentorship for women linked to 
micro-finance while promoting measures that set the foundations for a 
more business-enabling environment and inclusive financial systems. 
Many programmes exist throughout the developing world 
that offer small-scale entrepreneurship training for women, 
provide market information, promote market access through, 
for example, trade fairs, and improve business management 
and financial skills. Services through business incubators are 
increasingly offered to young people, men and women, and a 
few are offered exclusively to women and girls. It should be 
noted that training programmes designed to suit the needs of 
women do exist as well as programmes that set criteria ensur-
ing that at least a certain percentage of participants are wom-
en. These are examples of initiatives which can be further  
developed. 

Access to non-collateralized credit is important for starting or growing 
businesses. In many places, micro-credit is accessible to women 
but such schemes do not always address the issue of the size 
and duration of loans women may need. Even when loans are 
accessible, they are often too small to provide sufficient capital 
to start or grow an enterprise. Measures to address these issues 
include investing in product development that responds to the 
need for larger loans and longer terms in micro-credit pro-
grammes and setting up equity lines as incentives for commer-
cial banks to lend to women. Where programmes do not cur-
rently exist, start-up investments in micro-finance can be 
effective, as the knowledge and systems are now well known 
and easily replicable. 
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KEY AREAS FOR WOMEN’S ECONOMIC EMPOWERMENT

Box 3: Gender-sensitive entrepreneurship programmes − 
the example of ILO Women’s Entrepreneurship Development 
and Gender Equality (WEDGE) 

The International Labour Organisation’s (ILO) WEDGE programme   
follows a development and rights-based approach that aims to 
meet the practical needs of women entrepreneurs; remove the so-
cio-cultural, legal and political barriers to women’s entrepreneur-
ship; and advocate for an enabling environment for business de-
velopment and gender equality. The programme provides an 
example of a comprehensive approach to increasing the number of 
female entrepreneurs, using a three-pronged strategy: 
• �creating an enabling environment for women’s entrepreneur-

ship, development and gender equality;
• �building the institutional capacity of agencies involved in wom-

en’s entrepreneurship development and gender equality; and
• �developing tools and support services for women entrepre-

neurs.23

Achieving women’s economic empowerment requires better integration of 
gender issues in trade policies. Women are increasingly employed 
as wage earners in private sector firms, especially in agribusi-
nesses and export-processing zones in low- and middle-income 
countries. Trade agreements affect prices, employment and 
production structures and have a different impact on men and 
women due to their different positions in the economic system. 
While export-led manufacturing has meant more employment 
opportunities for women, it has not broken the horizontal or 
vertical gender segregation in the labour market or closed the 
gender wage gap. The informal sector has persisted and 
grown, and a notable trend is the expanded use of women as 
subcontracted or home workers.24 Trade liberalization may 
lead to competition in sectors that have not traditionally been 
exposed to international competition and could be devastat-
ing for local small-scale producers, many of whom are women. 
The effects of trade agreements on women in various seg-
ments of producers need to be better analysed and possible 
mitigating measures identified. 

Trade policies need to integrate gender considerations in their design 
in order to minimize the possible negative gender impacts of structural re-
forms and explicitly promote gender equality. Reforms can be com-
bined with programmes targeting employment, labour market 
policies and social protection within both the informal and 
formal economy, to mitigate negative effects. Interventions in-
clude land- or sector-specific reforms to enable poor people to 
take advantage of the benefits of trade and the structural ad-
justment that might follow. Similarly, infrastructure invest-
ments, career guidance, enhanced employability and invest-
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KEY AREAS FOR WOMEN’S ECONOMIC EMPOWERMENT

ments in human resources, and increased access to credit 
should be promoted. Finally, female participation in trade ne-
gotiations should also be encouraged. 

Key area 2: Access to land and property 
rights

Priority: Increase gender equality in terms of access to and con-
trol over land and property rights.

Increased access to economic resources such as land and property will give 
women greater economic security and increase their economic rights.  
Women in rural areas usually access land and housing 
through their husband or other relatives, or they rent land in 
their local village. Their economic security becomes depend-
ent on their relatives and is not secured through formal titling 
or laws. In cases such as divorce, the death of a husband, or re-
marriage, women’s ownership rights are not guaranteed, and 
are often forfeited or overruled by social pressure. As a result, 
women’s economic security is weak, and uncertainty leads to 
low incentives for women to invest in the land or their farm.        

 Strengthening women’s access to land and natural resources is critical 
as women are major food producers and contributors to the local food sup-
ply and family nutrition in most countries. Yet they frequently lack 
secure access to the land where food is produced, often lose ac-
cess to their husband’s land at the time of his death, rarely 
have the same rights to inherit land as men, and are forgotten 
when land is distributed though land reform. Worldwide, 
women own 1–2 percent of registered land. In Uganda, wom-
en are the main cultivators, but they own only 7 percent of the 
land.25 In Cameroon, women do more than 75 percent of agri-
cultural work, but hold less than 10 percent of land certifi-
cates.26 A significant number of low-income women also earn 
income through home-based production, either as self-em-
ployed producers or as subcontractors to larger firms. Lack of 
title to land or property blocks access to credit, thereby limit-
ing the growth of farming businesses. For women farmers to 
realize their full potential as producers, access to land must be 
accompanied by access to rural extension, credit, production 
inputs, technology and human capital development.  Securing 
women’s property rights strengthens women’s income-generat-
ing work and is also a means of social protection.

New land legislation has to include explicit and mandatory measures 
of inclusion to translate into de facto changes in customary land 
practices or local bureaucratic decision. If constitutional rights 
are to be guaranteed, statutory reforms are needed and spe-
cific guidelines have to be developed.  Increasing women’s ba-
sic legal literacy through targeted information campaigns 
about laws improves their options for exercising their property 
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rights. A priority in land law processes, land distribution proc-
esses and land administration processes must be securing both 
women and men’s rights.   

Policies and interventions aiming at strengthening women’s access to 
land and property rights need to take into account complex factors leading 
to weak implementation of women’s rights. Gender inequality in 
terms of access to land can originate in discriminatory inher-
itance practices and/or purchases or transfers from the state 
or traditional local authorities. Additional complications arise 
from inconsistencies between national and local tenure sys-
tems. Even in places where women are legally entitled to own 
land, they may not know their rights or be able to claim or en-
force them; in some cultures gender norms prevent them from 
speaking in public. Where customary laws prevail, it is impor-
tant to ensure that property rights for men and women are 
protected. Where land titling and reform programmes are un-
derway, women’s rights should be made known and enforced; 
this needs specific approaches to be effective. If land titles are 
being awarded to formerly excluded groups, women should be 
awarded joint titles to land and houses with husbands, and fe-
male-headed households should specifically be identified and 
women awarded their own titles. Either way, legal systems 
must recognize the equal rights to property and title of both 
women and men. This means that both women and men 
should have access to legal processes and legal help to ensure 
that their rights are properly enforced. 

Key area 3: Labour markets and decent work 

Priority: Ensure equal access to decent work for both women 
and men.

Despite a sustained increase in female labour force participation in recent 
decades, important gender inequalities remain in the labour market. The 
potential benefits of employment for women are numerous, in-
cluding access to stable earning, health insurance and pen-
sions. However, women often experience gender discrimina-
tion in the labour market, or are forced into the informal 
economy and/or subsistence-oriented activities. For example, 
export-processing zones tend to employ a large number of 
young female workers. The living and working conditions in 
these zones are often very harsh, with long working days, and 
high turnover rates with little potential for job security. Many 
women in the agricultural sector also work under poor condi-
tions, resulting in low productivity, and hence low earnings. 
Women are also more likely to be in domestic and home-
based work or to be “unpaid family workers”. Also, globally, 
women’s wages are on average 70–90 percent those of men’s 
wages.27 Women in the labour market often face difficulties in 
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returning to employment after maternity leave as well as dif-
ficulties in holding on to employment. The “motherhood gap” 
in wages and the general pay gap are also wide in many tran-
sitions, middle-income and developed countries. It is only re-
cently that in Brazil, for example, some state governments 
have introduced one-month paternity leave for state govern-
ment workers. 

Decent work is a human right and should be at the forefront of gender 
aware labour market policy. Economic growth is a prerequisite for 
employment creation, but not sufficient in itself. It is widely 
recognized that decent work is not guaranteed by economic 
growth, and specific policies are needed to make it happen. 
Sector analysis − looking into opportunities for improvements 
in working conditions and productivity increases in agricul-
ture and supply- and value chains, including working condi-
tions for home-based workers − could be of great importance 
for enhancing decent work opportunities for women and 
strengthening their economic empowerment. This could also 
help stem the migration of vulnerable young women from ru-
ral areas into low-quality informal jobs with high risks of ex-
ploitation.  

Policies that enhance childcare options would help adults in the family 
engage in paid work and stay in the labour force. Hiring and pay 
practices for women are often influenced by employers’ expec-
tations that women’s reproductive roles will interfere with 
their work. Work schedules that reduce working hours or pro-
vide workers with more control over the organization of their 
time, and the possibility of working from a chosen location, 
can facilitate the reconciling of work and family responsibili-
ties. Overall, policies such as parental leave, flexible work 
hours, job-sharing and individualized working hours have 
been instrumental in facilitating women’s economic participa-
tion in industrialized and middle-income countries. Finding 
appropriate solutions and policies in low-income countries will 
be instrumental to women’s economic empowerment. Em-
ployers, civil society organizations and governments in devel-
oping countries are providing innovative solutions. A decent 
work concept with a life-cycle perspective, can offer important 
insights for the formulation of gender-aware labour and social 
protection policy.
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Box 4: Maternity rights in Ethiopia’s public works 
rogramme

Pregnant women are given maternity rights in the Safety Net Pro-
gram in Ethiopia. They are granted temporary maternity leave 
from public works, starting in the sixth 
month of pregnancy and continuing until 10 months after birth. 
Pregnant and breast-feeding women can switch from heavier 
tasks to lighter labour or training activities. The programme also 
allows for flexible hours to accommodate women’s need for late 
arrival or early departure as a result of household responsibili-
ties.28

Policies need to address gender discrimination in laws and regulations. 
Sometimes, regulations designed to protect women, such as 
those limiting night work, may end up hampering their em-
ployment options. In some countries, a woman still legally 
needs her husband’s or father’s permission to work. Further-
more, women may not benefit from collective bargaining be-
cause they are often not represented well in trade unions.29 A 
large proportion of women, especially those in the informal 
economy, are outside the scope of employment-linked benefits. 
Nor do they have access to state-supported social protection, 
as provisions are limited and uneven in developing countries. 

Active labour market policies can also play an important role in ad-
dressing gender segregation in the labour market. Gender segregation 
in the labour market leads women to low-skilled positions and 
poorly-paid occupations, creating a self-perpetuating cycle. 
Policies are needed that enable women to expand their skills, 
secure equal pay for equal work and offer benefits such as paid 
leave, health insurance and pensions. Public employment 
services such as placement, counselling, support in job-seek-
ing, or training, employment incentives, direct job creation 
and start-up incentives are important mechanisms that help 
support men and women to enter non-traditional sectors and 
jobs. (See Box 5)
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Box 5: Revised Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) pro-
vide an opportunity to monitor progress on gender dispar-
ities in the labour market. 

Under Goal 1 − Eradicate extreme poverty and hunger − a new tar-
get (1B) has been introduced:  Achieve full and productive employ-
ment and decent work for all, including women and young people. 
This target in turn includes four indicators that countries should 
report on annually. These are:
• �Vulnerability employment rate; proportion of own-account and 

contributing family workers in  total employment 
• Employment to population ratio 
• �Working poor; proportion of employed people living below 1 USD 

(PPP30) per day
• �Labour productivity; growth rate of GDP per person employed 

All indicators are disaggregated by sex.

Key area 4: Unpaid Care Work 

Priorities: 
•	 Promote a more equal sharing of unpaid care work be-

tween men and women. 
•	 Gradually increase affordable childcare options
•	 Promote infrastructure investments that reduce tedious 

household work. 

Unpaid care work refers to the provision of services within the household 
and for other household and community members. These services are 
unremunerated and are usually left out of systems of national 
accounts (SNAs) but have a cost in time and energy. Women 
carry out a disproportionate share of care work in developing 
countries. Global data indicate that women spend two to four 
times the amount of time as men do in childcare. A recent 
multi-country study of lower, middle and higher income coun-
tries found that the mean time spent on unpaid work by wom-
en is more than twice that of men, reaching ten times as much 
unpaid care work for women in India and other low-income 
settings.32  Factors such as the increase in the number of fe-
male-headed households, single parents and the increased 
care needs caused by HIV/Aids in some parts of the world add 
to the unpaid workload of women.

Women’s economic empowerment initiatives need to engage directly in 
reducing the disproportionate share of domestic and care-related work car-
ried out by women, which prevents their effective engagement in income-
generating work. The almost universal responsibility of women 
for providing unpaid care for the family is the reason behind 
their lower rates of participation in the paid labour force, as 
well as lower pay. Studies from countries as diverse as the  

The ILO identifies respon-
sibilities towards depend-
ent family members and 
domestic work but leaves 
it to each country to define 
“family” and “family obli-
gations” in their own con-
text. The ILO suggests 
specific measures for 
governments to promote 
work-family reconcilia-
tion.31

Example of applicable 
international conven-
tion: Workers with 
Family Responsibilities    
Convention  1981 (No. 
156)
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Kyrgyz Republic33 and Brazil34 demonstrate that care respon-
sibilities – for children and the elderly – are a key factor in 
whether or not women engage in the labour market. In the 
Kyrgyz Republic women cited childcare constraints as the 
reason for not being involved in the labour market. In Brazil 
the provision of low-cost child-care services significantly in-
creased women’s labour force participation.35 

Economic and labour market policies should uphold basic ILO prin-
ciples on rights to reconciliation of family and work. Childcare is particu-
larly important, not only because it is fundamental to women’s economic 
empowerment, but also because it helps transform norms by shifting 
women’s unpaid care responsibilities into collective shared social responsi-
bilities. In Eastern and Central Europe, where reduced social 
spending caused employers to terminate free or low-cost child-
care, women withdrew from the labour force.37 The ILO Con-
vention No. 156 on Workers with Family provides guidance 
on policies and measures needed to enable female and male 
workers to combine family and work responsibilities. Paid, for-
mal childcare and state-supported care have been essential to 
women’s economic empowerment in high- and middle-income 
countries. Childcare initiatives in countries such as Chile, In-
dia and Brazil offer solutions for extending these options in 
low-income countries and for bringing more men into the 
childcare profession. Policies such as maternity leave, parental 
leave (paternity and maternity leave), flexible working hours 
and job-sharing are instrumental in facilitating women’s eco-
nomic participation and men’s engagement in childcare. The 
Beijing Platform for Action stresses the importance of address-
ing gender inequalities in care work in achieving women’s eco-
nomic empowerment and urges governments to implement 
measures to address it through legislation, incentives and oth-
er measures.38

In low-income countries, infrastructure investments that reduce wom-
en’s time poverty are a priority. In low-income countries deficient 
infrastructure causes women to spend long hours in tedious 
work.  Investments in infrastructure (water, sanitation, elec-
tricity, etc.) and time-saving technologies are essential to alle-
viate women’s poverty in many developing countries in the 
short term. In Guinea, for example, women are three percent-
age points more likely to be time-poor than men; and for rural 
women this probability increases by an additional 10 percent-
age points.39

  

In Kenya the government 
has established a policy 
framework requiring pri-
mary schools to have a 
unit for pre-school educa-
tion for children from the 
age of three, called baby 
classes. The government 
has adopted a partnership 
scheme which allows par-
ent associations, religious 
and welfare organiza-
tions, private firms and in-
dividuals to cooperate in 
the financing and man-
agement of these units.36

Childcare promotion in 
Kenya 
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Key area 5: Human capital  

Priorities: 
•	 Increase women’s access to quality post-primary education
•	 Increase the number of children enrolled in early child-

hood education

Education policies intended to promote women’s economic empowerment 
should prioritize post-primary education and promote early childhood ed-
ucation. Primary education provides a solid foundation on 
which to develop human capital, but primary education alone 
is not enough to address structural inequalities. Improvements 
in gender equality, empowerment and well-being have a 
strong correlation with women’s access to secondary and high-
er levels of education.40 Higher levels of education increase 
women’s chances of formal employment and the gains from 
employment. Gender inequality in wages is reduced for those 
with higher levels of education. Women are more likely to be 
the agents of change if they have post-primary education.41 
Therefore, it is essential to promote measures to increase post-
primary education for girls and women. Increasing school en-
rolment and putting in place measures to keep girls in school 
beyond primary school should be a priority for education in-
terventions working towards women’s economic empower-
ment. Investment in early childhood education enables wom-
en to participate more effectively in society and in 
income-generating work. 

Successful vocational training programmes offer girls and wom-
en training that does not reinforce occupational segregation 
or concentrate women in low-skill and low-wage work, but 
leads to better-paid work, offers opportunities for career ad-
vancement and increases the number of women in occupa-
tions outside the traditional female fields. Vocational training 
offers viable options for girls unable to pursue higher educa-
tion, and for women who lack formal education, and will im-
prove their economic status. Studies show that women are 
more likely to succeed in finding employment if training pro-
grammes are multi-dimensional – that is, developing techni-
cal skills as well as job-readiness skills, and supporting indi-
viduals with job search and placement services. Similarly, in-
tegrated business support services and information and 
communication technology (ICT) skills are essential compo-
nents of successful vocational education and training. Encour-
aging women to acquire skills in expanding areas such as ICT, 
where job opportunities and salary levels are comparatively 
high, is another route to economic empowerment. 
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Improving the quality of education plays an important role in challenging 
gender stereotypes and gender-discriminatory practices and increases 
acceptance of the expansion of women’s role in society. Gen-
der-sensitive curricula that stress gender equality and chal-
lenge existing social and gender norms can encourage both 
girls and boys to enter non-traditional fields. Such curricula 
emphasize, for example, analytical skills for girls as well as 
boys, and encourage girls in particular to take subjects such as 
mathematics and science. Also important is occupational 
skills training for girls that steers them into areas of current la-
bour-market demand. There is also a need for curricula that 
reinforce equitable roles and encourage relationships between 
girls and boys that enable both to develop their full potential. 

The educational sector plays a leading role in the implementation of 
an integrated approach to youth economic empowerment. Successful 
strategies in Asia and Africa include peer education for skills 
training and leadership training, strong social support and 
mentoring. Such strategy gradually starts with entry level ac-
tivities in a safe, supportive environment that progress to vo-
cational training and eventually leads to access to micro credit 
or employment. Young women in particular need better ac-
cess to information and credit. They also need help to over-
come restrictive labour markets as well as social norms that 
restrict women’s activities; development of self-esteem is im-
portant in this process. The school system also needs to be ef-
fective in providing education for young mothers. This entails 
finding solutions for childcare. 

Key area 6: Social protection 

Priority: Promote gender-sensitive social protection systems 
and increase the number of women covered. 

Gender-sensitive social protection schemes take into account the different 
working conditions of women and men. Gender inequality in the la-
bour market should not be transferred to social protection 
schemes by making them dependent on full-time employment, 
as this means that many women are excluded from unemploy-
ment benefits, old-age pensions and childcare benefits or receive 
only minimal benefits. Social protection should fulfil women’s 
economic rights in situations where, for various reasons, women 
are vulnerable.

Gender-sensitive social protection strategies need to target older women 
and unpaid family workers in transition and developing countries. So-
cial protection schemes should recognize the specific situation 
many older women are in, due to their lack of earlier income, 
and give specific economic support to them, to make them less 
dependent on others.  The design of pension schemes, labour 
market policies and care policies needs to be coordinated to 

Non-traditional voca-
tional training in Hon-
duras. 

The Honduras Social Fund 
project that trained women 
in a variety of construction-
related skills was effective. 
One of the many reasons it 
worked was that it built up 
men’s capacity to accept 
women’s participation in 
this field.42
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reduce the risk of poverty for older women. Similarly, social 
protection systems need to recognize the economic rights of 
unpaid family workers. Other initiatives, such as increasing 
the number of women registered as farmers, will entitle wom-
en to benefits. In transition countries it is important to take 
measures to integrate female farmers into the social protection 
system to make them eligible for unemployment benefits, ma-
ternity benefits and pensions.

Addressing gender biases in pension systems is essential to provide 
gender aware social protection. Pension is an important source of income 
for low income women and men in old age in many partner countries. 
Due to a longer life expectancy than men, more women will 
live on a pension for a long period of time. In EU accession 
countries and EU neighbouring countries, it is essential to in-
crease women’s formal employment as well as reduce gender 
discrimination in the labour market, if women are to have the 
right to a pension at the same level as men’s. These countries 
are increasingly aligning their pension schemes with EU sys-
tems, with the result that the new pension schemes will have a 
stronger link between individual labour market participation 
and the future pension.  Therefore, measures must be taken to 
prevent inequalities in the labour market from reducing wom-
en’s contributions to pension schemes and consequently reduc-
ing their future pension. Pension schemes also need to be de-
signed that give women and men the same opportunity to 
reach the full contribution time, taking into account women’s 
more frequent breaks in their working life due to maternity 
and parental leave, part-time jobs and longer investment in 
education. An increasing number of low income countries, in-
cluding South Africa, Namibia, Bangladesh and India, are in-
troducing fully tax-financed pension schemes, making a pen-
sion a source of income even in poorer countries. Integrating 
gender perspectives in the design of pension schemes is essen-
tial to avoid excluding large numbers of women.  

  Flexibility and informality of the labour market in developing coun-
tries require rethinking the concept of social protection and how it is deliv-
ered. Non-traditional social protection schemes provide solutions that en-
able expanded coverage for women. Since work-based traditional 
social protection schemes tend to exclude women, a life-course 
approach to social protection that recognizes the unpaid work 
done by women within the domestic domain can go a long 
way in expanding women’s coverage. In a similar vein, the 
ILO concept of a minimum social floor reframes social pro-
tection as a citizen’s right rather than a worker’s right. Struc-
tured under this principle, social protection schemes can reach 
women and men working in the informal sector and those with 
flexible job contracts in the formal sector, as well as those who 
are not engaged in the market but contribute significantly to the 
economy through their reproductive work.43 Community-based 
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social protection schemes are also effective in reaching informal 
sector workers including women (see Box 6). 

Conditional cash transfers are an effective mechanism to reach and 
protect women and girls. Conditional Cash Transfers, which 
channel money to households on the condition of household 
investment in the education and health of girls, have prolifer-
ated in many developing and middle-income countries in the 
last decade. Mexico, Brazil, Jamaica, Nicaragua, Bangladesh, 
Turkey and Pakistan are just a few of the countries to have in-
troduced this type of social protection mechanism, which ac-
tively contributes to building basic human capital and is an 
important stepping stone in the process of skills development, 
labour market participation and the seizing of economic op-
portunities. 

Box 6: Examples of gender-sensitive social protection

Health insurance and pensions for female informal workers in 
Asia. SEWA (Self-Employed Women’s Association) offers a menu 
of social protection mechanisms for its approximately 250,000 
members throughout India. The association provides social secu-
rity and health insurance, including generous maternity benefits 
for women. It is financed through a proportional combination of 
private members’ contributions and interest paid on a loan from 
the German Development Agency (GTZ), and a publicly subsidized 
package scheme from the Indian Ministry of Labour. The Grameen 
Kalyan, an offshoot of the Bangladeshi Grameen Bank, targets in-
formal workers through health insurance. Members, 70 percent of 
whom are women, make compulsory contributions towards a 
lump sum pension that members can claim when they leave the 
organization.44

Source: ILO

Gender-sensitive social protection strategies need to target older women 
and unpaid family workers. Social protection schemes should rec-
ognize the specific situation many older women are in, due to 
their lack of earlier income, and give specific economic sup-
port to them, to make them less dependent on others.  The de-
sign of pension schemes, labour market policies and care poli-
cies needs to be coordinated to reduce the risk of poverty for 
older women. Similarly, social protection systems need to rec-
ognize the economic rights of unpaid family workers. Other 
initiatives, such as increasing the number of women registered 
as farmers, will entitle women to benefits. In transition coun-
tries it is important to take measures to integrate female farm-
ers into the social protection system to make them eligible for 
unemployment benefits, maternity benefits and pensions.
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Key area 7: Agriculture and rural  
development  

Priority: To recognize and remunerate women in their critical 
role as agricultural producers.

Women’s work in agriculture is essential for poverty reduction, food secu-
rity and rural growth. Women are responsible for 60–80 percent 
of food production in developing countries, even though they 
are restricted to growing food crops and rearing poultry and 
small livestock, and their work remains mostly unpaid. Studies 
show that investing in women farmers pays off. In Kenya a na-
tionwide information campaign targeted at women as part of 
a national extension project resulted in the yield of corn in-
creasing by 28 percent, beans by 80 percent and potatoes by 
84 percent45. In Burkina Faso similar access by men and wom-
en farmers to fertilizer and labour would increase agricultural 
output by between 10 and 20 percent.46

Therefore, increased investments that provide women 
farmers with greater access to resources, inputs (fertilizers, 
seeds, credit), markets, information and technologies can help 
reduce poverty, improve food security and strengthen rural 
growth. Sida’s overall objective of improving the living condi-
tions of poor people means that the agricultural sector is espe-
cially important for Sida’s work on women’s economic empow-
erment.

Policies and interventions targeting the economic empowerment of ru-
ral women need to remove obstacles to women’s productive work. In most 
developing countries women farmers are mostly under-re-
sourced. They have less access than men to land, credit, tech-
nical assistance and other key inputs and services essential for 
developing their productive functions. A FAO survey found 
that, worldwide, women farmers receive only 5 percent of ag-
ricultural extension services. Only 15 percent of extension 
agents are women, even though it is well known that they are 
more effective in reaching out to women farmers.47

Women do not always obtain the returns from their labour 
either. For example, in small-scale commercial farming agri-
businesses contract with male household heads rather than 
jointly with men and women, despite the joint work of men 
and women in the farm enterprise.48

Policies and interventions in the agricultural sector need to 
address gender inequalities in access to productive inputs and 
services, as well as in decision-making. Gender mainstream-
ing in rural sector policies is essential to achieving women’s 
economic empowerment.

Most important, agricultural policies and programmes should chal-
lenge long standing gender inequalities at the household level which lead 
women to carry out unpaid work as family helpers in the agricultural sec-
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tor. This will require a long term engagement from develop-
ment partners, Sida included, as well as multidisciplinary in-
terventions which combine actions in agriculture, education, 
health, participation, etc. Where gender-aware approaches to 
agricultural and rural development have been adopted, they 
have strengthened women’s involvement and expanded their 
decision-making  within the family and in society (see the ex-
ample in Box 7). This is a first step towards the kind of struc-
tural change required to provide women with equal opportu-
nities to the returns of their work in the agricultural sector 
vis-à-vis men. 

Box 7: The Agriculture Support Programme in Zambia has 
been effective in reaching women. It has produced tangible 
changes in gender relations at the household level and 
enhanced women’s position in the community

The programme was implemented through individual household 
visits, involving all adult household members: husband, wife and 
older children. With the guidance of the extension officer, the family 
jointly developed a household action plan and mobilized resources 
together. The programme has substantially achieved women’s em-
powerment at household level. Women’s access to, and control 
over, resources and household incomes have increased. Relation-
ships between women and men have been strengthened and their 
workloads shared. Women’s self-esteem and confidence have in-
creased as they have become entrepreneurs and leaders in their 
home as well as the broader community.

 Some of the programme’s characteristics and achievements: 
• �Both husbands and wives participated in workshops, training 

and exposure visits
• Women’s skills were enhanced and productivity increased
• �Women gained the confidence to become involved in what tradi-

tionally were predominantly male enterprises 
• �Women attending entrepreneurship training established their 

own business enterprises.

Source: Sida
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5.	 Effective Implementation of WEE 
Under the Inclusive Aid Effectiveness 
Agenda/accra Agenda for Action 

31

Priority:  Promote women’s economic empowerment under the 
new aid modalities and ensure efficiency of women’s economic 
empowerment policies and interventions.

Strengthening the capacity of finance and economic planning ministries, sector 
ministries and national women’s institutions to address gender issues in their 
policies and programmes will strengthen aid effectiveness.  Countries need 
to fulfil their commitment to gender equality goals by undertak-
ing gender analysis within macroeconomic policies and integrat-
ing gender equality goals and targets into results frameworks and 
medium-term expenditure frameworks. While new aid modali-
ties offer opportunities to promote gender equality and women’s 
economic empowerment, progress with integrating gender into 
these aid mechanisms so far has been dismal; instead, gender 
equality priorities have disappeared.49

The new aid modalities, including programme-based ap-
proaches, direct budget support and sector-wide approaches, 
provide more comprehensive ways for governments and part-
ners to contribute to women’s economic empowerment. They 
allow for integrated responses to issues that cut across several 
sectors, such as women’s economic empowerment. (See Box 8)

Box 8: The five aid effectiveness principles are entry 
points for comprehensive ways of undertaking effective 
gender equality work. 

Ownership: national gender equality goals need to be integrated 
into national development plans at the overall level as well as the 
sector level. 
Alignment: donors and recipient governments should increasingly 
finance implementation of national gender goals and the national 
gender machinery through the budget; donors should allocate ad-
ditional financial resources to finance national gender action 
plans. 
Harmonization: there needs to be increasing use of joint gender 
analysis, evaluations and dialogue with partners to monitor 
progress towards gender commitments and develop joint moni-
toring frameworks including indicators and targets.  
Result-based management; gender perspectives should be inte-
grated into planning and budgeting processes; gender indicators 
and gender-disaggregated statistics are  important, as is in-
creased use of gender-responsive budgeting tools. 
Mutual accountability:  donors must continue to support Civil So-
ciety Organizations (CSOs) local engagement processes and other 
accountability actors to follow up on aid effectiveness. 
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Effective implementation of WEE under the inclusive aid effectiveness agenda/accra agenda for action 

Better integration of a gender perspective into planning and budgetary proc-
esses would facilitate the achievement of women’s economic empowerment 
goals in national strategies. Overall, the new aid structure should: (i) 
include adequate funding for programmes addressing women’s 
economic empowerment; (ii) develop accountability systems for 
governments and donors to track and enhance their contribu-
tion to priority areas for women’s economic empowerment; and 
(iii) develop gender-sensitive progress assessments and perform-
ance indicators to measure progress on women’s economic em-
powerment. Gender-responsive budgeting provides an entry 
point to strengthen the monitoring and tracking of the effective-
ness of governments’ gender work, including that linked to 
women’s economic empowerment outcomes. To be effective, 
gender-responsive budgeting has to be an integrated part of 
overall financial reform (See Box 9 and example in Box 10).

Box 9: Gender-responsive budgeting initiatives

Gender-responsive budgeting (GRB) is a response to gender-blind, 
macroeconomic frameworks. The latter do not take account of the 
social and economic differences between women and men in 
budget allocations and expenditures. By contrast, GRB attempts to 
make government budgets at all levels more responsive to gender 
needs and inequalities and contribute to good governance. 

Advantages of GRB: 
• �GRB builds on undertaking gender analysis as part of the budget 

preparatory phase and develops knowledge about gender differ-
ences that contributes to gender-sensitive budget formulation. 

• �GRB contributes to analysing the effects of government budgets 
on the division of unpaid and paid work between women and 
men. 

• �GRB requires gender-disaggregated data for analytic purposes 
and prompt collection of this data is critical for sustainable de-
velopment. 

• �GRB tracks compliance with, and effective implementation of, in-
ternational and national gender equality commitments, and also 
monitors policy effects at the sector level. 

Gender responsive budgeting is a particularly useful tool in the 
context of improved aid effectiveness for country ownership of de-
velopment priorities, improved governance and ensuring adequate 
responses to and tracking of gender equity goals, overall and in 
specific sectors. 
    Policy dialogue, which often accompanies budget support, can 
raise gender issues at the highest levels, especially with finance 
ministries in recipient governments and with other donors in the 
harmonization process. Donor budget support is also linked to a 
national poverty reduction strategy (PRS), a process that often in-
cludes public participation in deliberation and negotiation. The for-
mulation of the PRS creates opportunities for women’s participa-
tion and for raising gender issues.50
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Effective implementation of WEE under the inclusive aid effectiveness agenda/accra agenda for action 

New aid modalities and poverty reduction strategies are dependent on im-
proved gender statistics for gender accountability in partner countries. 
Improving gender statistics requires sex-disaggregated data to 
be collected and analysed. Since gender-based factors have an 
impact on social conditions, allow analysis of participation 
and contribution to social and economic areas and measure-
ment of the outcomes of women’s and men’s participation in 
the economy. National country systems are still facing chal-
lenges in building up systems to collect this information.

Box 10: Gender Responsive Budgeting in Morocco

The GRB programme started in 2003 and is considered one of the 
pillars of budgetary reform. The Ministry of Economy and Finance 
leads the reform process. In 2009 the annual gender report was 
produced by 21 departments for the finance bill. The report has be-
come a budget information document that is presented to Parlia-
ment. 
    Several tools have been introduced with the purpose of improving 
policy formulation and resource allocation through more finely 
tuned gender analysis and more disaggregated data.  The work is 
undertaken in poverty and social exclusion mapping and disaggre-
gated public expenditure benefit analysis.
    Currently, government departments of literacy, non-formal edu-
cation, health, employment and finance are reviewing specific pro-
grammes to make them more gender-responsive and more fo-
cused on poverty and inequality,- and to ensure that gender 
responsive indicators are developed.

Source: UNIFEM
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6.	� Conclusions & 
Recommendations

This working paper has attempted to define women’s econom-
ic empowerment, its rationale and the scope of work in the 
context of Sida’s engagement within the framework of aid ef-
fectiveness. Women’s economic empowerment is the most im-
portant factor that can contribute to gender equality between 
women and men. Recent evidence shows that gender equality 
and women’s economic empowerment can also contribute to 
economic growth, poverty reduction and the fulfilment of hu-
man rights and social justice commitments. Therefore, in or-
der for the aid effectiveness agenda to produce successful re-
sults, it has to integrate gender goals and targets and address 
gender equality and women’s economic empowerment issues 
across sectors.

The paper argues that women have to be perceived as eco-
nomic actors in the developing world, and processes to facili-
tate their labour market inclusion and productive work need 
to be enhanced. Improving women capabilities and skills is 
important to facilitate women’s entry into the labour market 
and their entrepreneurship; facilitating access to land and pro-
ductive inputs and credit is also fundamental. Removing the 
barriers to female entrepreneurship will help unleash women’s 
economic potential and will contribute to their empowerment. 

However, a one-sided focus on women’s productive work 
will not be enough. This paper, which reflects the approach to 
economic empowerment advocated by Sida, argues that it is 
also essential to eliminate structural gender inequalities in the 
labour market and reduce women’s unpaid work. Women 
need to access remuneration for their work in agriculture,  an 
example of their often unpaid productive work. Furthermore, 
a redistribution of unpaid care work between women and men 
is essential, as is a shift from ‘women’s unpaid care responsibil-
ity’ to ‘collective shared social responsibility’. Providing af-
fordable childcare options must be a priority. Also, working 
with men to challenge and change gender stereotypes and ex-
pand men and women’s social roles beyond narrow concep-
tions of the meaning of gender in today’s societies is funda-
mental to achieving women’s (and men’s) full empowerment. 

Finally, women’s economic empowerment also requires in-
creased accountability on the part of institutions and system-
atic transformation so as to actively promote gender equality 
and women’s rights.  
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CONCLUSIONS & RECOMMENDATIONS

The analysis in the paper identifies the following areas as 
targets where more work is needed in order to make women’s 
economic empowerment effective under the new aid effective-
ness agenda:

•	 Remove barriers to female entrepreneurship and promote 
inclusive financial services and trade policies. Sector poli-
cies should continue supporting business training, start-up 
services and mentorship for women linked to micro-finance 
while promoting measures that set the foundations for a 
more business-enabling environment and inclusive finan-
cial systems. 

•	 Increase women’s access to land and property rights and 
control over land and property rights. Interventions should 
analyse the interface between law and customary regimes 
to provide practical solutions to women’s weak property 
rights. 

•	 Address women’s time poverty by promoting a more equal 
sharing of unpaid care work between men and women, as 
well as gradually increasing the provision of affordable 
childcare and basic infrastructure. 

•	 Ensure equal access to decent and productive work for both 
women and men. 

•	 Increase women’s access to quality post-primary education 
and increase enrolment of boys and girls in early childhood 
education. 

•	 Make vocational training efficient by aligning courses with 
market demand, design them in a way that decreases occu-
pational segregation; and provide women with skills in 
emerging areas such as ICT. 

•	 Develop gender-aware youth economic empowerment pro-
grammes which work with multi-phased approaches build-
ing capacity and social support and establishing links with 
credit. Programmes should also include child  care options 
for young mothers. 

•	 Promote legislative change to make pensions gender aware 
in transition and middle income countries and promote 
conditional cash transfers and other non-labour linked so-
cial protection mechanisms in developing countries. 

•	 Mainstream gender in policies and programmes in the ag-
ricultural sector as a long-term strategy to address gender 
inequalities in the rural sector in access to land and key in-
puts and redress the situation of women’s unpaid work in 
the sector.

•	 Strengthen the capacity of finance ministries and planning 
ministries to integrate gender issues in macroeconomic pol-
icies. 
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Women’s Economic Empowerment: Scope for Sida’s Engagement

This working paper attempts to define women’s economic empowerment, its rationale, and the 
scope of work in the context of Sida’s engagement.

Sida defines women’s economic empowerment as the process which enables women to make 
strategic life choices. Women’s economic empowerment can only be achieved through equal access 
to and control over critical economic resources and opportunities, and the elimination of structural 
gender inequalities in the labor market including a better sharing of paid and unpaid work between 
men and women.  

This paper recommends specific interventions to directly increase women’s access and 
control of economic resources in the areas of entrepreneurship and private sector development 
(key area 1); land and property (key area 2); labor markets and decent work (key area 3). It also 
recommends interventions which tackle the causes of women’s economic discrimination by 
addressing women’s unpaid work and family responsibilities (key area 4); human capital (key area 
5); social protection services (key area 6); and agriculture and rural development (key area 7). 


