Part 1: The Global Gender Gap and its Implications

The “consumer case”, “talent case” and the “diversity
case” are all reflected in the findings around a growing
business case for gender diversity. As women become
more economically independent, they also become more
significant consumers of goods and services, including
for the majority of purchasing decisions of the household.
Research has also shown that women are more likely than
men to invest a larger proportion of their household income
to the education and health of their children. The combined
impact of growing gender equality, the emerging middle
class and women’s spending priorities is expected to lead
to rising household savings rates and shifting spending
patterns, affecting sectors such as food, healthcare,
education, childcare, apparel, consumer durables and
financial services.18 In many countries women now account
for more than half of the college and university graduates.
As they begin to take up half of entry-level positions in
several industries, for example in several OECD countries,
it is a loss for companies if these highly skilled women are
forced to choose between work and family at later stages
of their career.19 Additionally, in a highly interconnected and
rapidly changing world, organizations and countries must
adapt strategies and innovate in order to remain relevant
and competitive, augmenting the need for the creativity
fostered by diversity.20 Diversity is also critical to informed
decision-making.
When it comes to the value of women in leadership
positions, companies with top quartile representation
of women in executive committees in general perform
better than companies with no women at the top, by
some estimates with a 47% average return on equity.21
Links exists between having more women directors and
corporate sustainability, as well as with economic growth.
More diverse leadership teams can cater to a broader
array of stakeholder needs and concerns.22 They are
enriched by diverse leadership skills and capacities, are
better positioned to reflect the consumer and are more risk
averse.23
Finally, there is a strong case for broadening
women’s representation in politics. Research has found
that inequality is lower in countries where more women
have been engaged in public life. The breadth of issues
women tend to advocate and prioritize investments on,
have broader societal implications relating to family life,
health and education, thereby fostering greater credibility
in institutions and producing more democratic outcomes.24
There is also some evidence from India to suggest that
women in local government roles make decisions with
better outcomes for communities than men do when
charged with budget decisions.25 They also appear to
be more competent representatives than men, obtaining
more resources for their constituencies despite having
significantly lower education and relevant labor market
experience.26 More equal female representation in political
bodies also affects the participation of women in the
workforce, suggesting that greater participation of women

in politics could serve as a policy tool to positively impact
labour force participation by increasing supply and demand
of employment opportunities for women.27
BUSINESS AND POLICY IMPLICATIONS
As detailed in the last section, a nation’s competitiveness
depends, among other things, on whether and how it
educates and utilizes its female talent. As this awareness
grows, coupled with better measurement, there is a
growing demand from the public and private sectors
for learning from existing practices to facilitate women’s
integration into the workforce. Given the widespread
benefits of increased gender parity, the short term costs
and trade-offs associated with such practices may be
viewed instead as a long-term investment.
The Global Gender Gap Index indicates that, among
the 142 countries covered, almost 93% of the gap in
Educational Attainment has been closed. This means that
countries are ideally poised to maximize opportunities for
women’s participation in the labour market but many have
failed to reap the returns from this investment. In Figure 30,
we plot the Educational Attainment subindex against the
Economic Participation and Opportunity subindex. The
data reveals four broad groups of countries: (1) countries
that are generally closing education gaps and show high
levels of women’s economic participation, (2) countries
that are generally closing education gaps but show low
levels of women’s economic participation, (3) countries
that have large education gaps as well as large gaps in
women’s economic participation and (4) countries that have
large education gaps but display small gaps in women’s
economic participation.
In the first broad group are countries that have
made investments in women’s health and education and
generally see the returns on this investment in terms of
women’s economic and political participation. These
countries include the Nordic countries, the United States,
the Philippines, Canada, New Zealand and Australia.
These countries have not, however, fully closed economic
and participation gaps—in particular, the gaps in senior
positions, wages and leadership levels still persist.
In the second broad group are countries that have
made the key investments in women’s education but have
generally not removed barriers to women’s participation
in the workforce and are thus not seeing returns on their
investments in the development of one half of their human
capital. This group includes Japan, United Arab Emirates,
Chile and Brazil. These countries have an untapped but
educated talent pool and would have much to gain through
women’s greater participation in the workforce.
In the third and fourth groups, the most basic
investments in girls’ and women’s education still need to be
made, and fundamental rights—including legal frameworks
around inheritance, reproductive rights and violence—are
often inadequate. The third group contains countries such
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as Yemen, Pakistan, India, and Mauritania that have large
education as well as economic gender gaps.
The fourth group contains countries such as
Guinea, Chad, Mozambique and Burundi, which have
large education gender gaps but small economic ones
primarily due to high levels of participation by women in
low-skilled work. Compared with the third group, women
in these countries have greater access to income and
decision-making. However, a substantial body of literature
has shown that investing in girls’ education is one of the
highest-return investments a developing economy can
make and, for these countries, closing education gaps will
remain an important factor over time.
Policy levers
Government policy is critical for shaping the type of
ecosystem that facilitates women’s economic participation,
and many governments now institute policies that
encourage women to work and make it easier for them to
do so. Such policies can range from non-discrimination
in hiring to maternity and paternity leave regimes to
quotas encouraging women’s participation in economic
life. For example personal income tax liability can affect
workers’ decisions about how much or whether to work.
Women, particularly those who are married, are more
negatively affected by income tax rules. In contrast,
childcare subsidies such as tax credits increase women’s
participation in the labour force.28 As policy outcomes are
better investigated, governments have a growing portfolio
of tools available to address gender equality in the labour
force.
From 2011–2013, the World Economic forum
conducted a survey of national policy frameworks relating
to parental leave, childcare assistance, type of taxation
and workplace equality.29 While these measures relate
directly to promoting women’s employment, they are not
exhaustive. In this section, we summarize some of the
main findings of the survey on the levers currently used by
governments around the world to integrate more women
into the workforce. In addition, the Country Profiles contain
detailed supplementary information on policy and legal
frameworks.
Family Leave. Maternity, paternity and parental
leave—or any other type of additional shared leave—are
closely associated with women’s economic participation
in many parts of the world and are thus an important
element of policies aimed at more efficient use of the
country’s human capital pool. Parental benefits enabling
mothers, fathers or both to take paid or unpaid time off
to care for a child following birth can increase women’s
participation in the workforce and foster a more equitable
division of childrearing.30 For further details on the findings
of the survey, including duration and provider of maternity,
paternity and share leaves by region and income group
please refer to Appendix F.
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More women participate in the labour force in
economies with longer fully paid maternity and parental
leave available for mothers. However, these benefits,
above a certain threshold, can undermine women’s labour
force participation. For example, in economies where the
cumulative duration of paid maternity and parental leave
available for mothers exceeds two years, female labour
force participation is lower.31
Childcare assistance. Childcare is an important factor
in allowing women to reconcile professional and family
obligations because women tend to bear the majority
of the caregiving responsibilities in most countries. For
example, a well-established daycare system can be a longterm investment that supports women in the employment,
thereby improving the efficiency of labour markets. In some
parts of the developed world, research has shown that
daycare assistance may even impact fertility rates.
Among the 87 countries surveyed by the World
Economic Forum, childcare assistance varies between
economies and includes public daycare, private daycare
and homecare, for which there may or may not be
government assistance.32 Globally, public daycare with
allowance represents 25% as compared to 11% of public
daycare without allowance. Of the respondents, 21% say
that the country offers private daycare with allowance
as compared to 20% without allowance and homecare
with allowance is offered by 10% of the respondents
as compared to 13% without allowance. A majority
of economies have public daycare assistance with
government allowance or subvention (66.7%) while there
are fewer countries that have government allowance for
private daycare (55.2%). With homecare, it is more likely
that there is no allowance offered. For further details
about childcare assistance by region, please refer to the
Appendix F.
Taxation systems. Tax legislation may contain
potentially discriminatory provisions that treat men and
women differently. For example, some forms of taxation
might alter the disposable income available to men and
women in a family and may thus have implications for the
economic and social decision-making at the household
level. The different forms of taxation on which questions
were asked include individual taxation, income splitting33
and joint filing. Across regions, individual taxation tends
to be most favourable for women; joint taxation tends
to be least favourable. For further details about taxation
system by region and income group, please refer to the
Appendix F.
Equality at work and quotas. Legislative structures
may help prevent gender-biased discrimination in society
and create an ecosystem of support for women through,
among other policies, obligatory and voluntary quotas in
public and private entities, targeted subsidies to female
businesses and supervisory bodies monitoring the
implementation of national policies. Out of the responding
countries, 92% have legislation in place prohibiting
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gender-based discriminations, 88% have legislation
imposing gender-neutral practices in the workplace,
12% have legislation for mandatory percentage of both
genders on corporate boards34 and 35% have legislation
for mandatory percentage of both genders in political
assemblies. Seventy-six percent of countries report having
a monitoring authority in place, 38% have gender equal
labels and 36% have allowances/subventions to female
entrepreneurs.
Business Best Practices
For companies to put in place and leverage the benefits
of gender diversity, their leaders needs to take a holistic
approach that often leads to fundamental reforms on
how to recruit and retain employees; how to mentor and
sponsor high-potential women; how to sensitize managers
to different leadership styles; how to manage work-life
balance policies so that they don’t disadvantage women;
how to empower women across supply chains; and how
to manage efficient corporate responsibility initiatives so
that they support women and girls. The World Economic
Forum’s Repository of Successful Practices for Gender
Parity35 pools information on the practices that have been
successfully used in leading companies worldwide to close
gender gaps at the corporate level, as well as along the
companies’ supply chain and in the communities where
companies are embedded. The repository suggests six
dimensions around which to focus an organization’s
gender parity efforts:
Leadership and company commitment. Visible
leadership by the chief executive and top management on
supporting women in management has proven to be one of
the most important levers for progress in achieving gender
diversity in a corporate context. This includes concrete and
symbolic actions by top management and, in many cases,
establishment of a position or department to lead diversity
efforts.36 Regular communications by senior management
on gender equality have been found to be critical.
Measurement and target setting. Achievable,
relevant recruitment and retention targets at all levels,
with an embedded accountability mechanism, are
critical. Developing a disaggregated database can help
to evaluate the causes of gender imbalances and track
progress. Transparent salary bands to track and address
male and female salary gaps are additional useful tools to
understand the status quo in organizations.
Awareness and accountability. The focus of many
companies on building awareness indicates that the
case for change still needs to be built to make progress.
Accountably of the senior management and transparency
of career paths and opportunities have proven to be
effective practices. Ensuring that management policies,
processes, systems and tools do not harbour genderbiased discrimination and enhancing the understanding
of unconscious biases can also make inclusive leadership
more tangible.

Work environment and work- life balance. Women
are often the primary caregiver for both children and
the elderly in most countries. Ensuring smooth on- and
off-ramping; appropriate childcare options; developing
guidelines on implementation of work-life balance policies
and mentoring for women going through a transition are
important levers to ensure a sustained career progression
towards management. For those companies that already
offer parental leave, flexible working hours and other worklife balance programmes, the next steps lie in accelerating
their use and acceptance of their female and male
employees.
Mentorship and training. Companies have benefitted
from programmes that promote guidelines on the value of
diversity as an underlying culture of the organization; impart
knowledge on how to manage a more diverse workforce;
and how to attract, retain and promote female talent.
These training programmes, for both men and women, can
be relevant for shaping an environment within the broader
employee base for women to successfully lead. In addition,
many companies have formal mentoring schemes for
women seeking leadership positions, although they also
find that high-potential women lack the sponsorship and
tailored training needed to move into the executive ranks.
A repositioning of the human resources directors beyond a
focus on systems and administration to talent development
and training can help address specific roadblocks for
women, in addition to better overall talent management.
Responsibility beyond the office. Many companies
have leveraged the opportunity to exercise external
influence along the value chain including diversity training
for suppliers, distributors and partners and training to
support women-owned businesses in the organization’s
value chain. External influence can also be exercised by
ensuring gender neutrality in advertising, engaging girls
and young women to display possible career paths and
developing partnerships with gender parity-focused civil
society and public sector initiatives.
It is important to emphasize that these interventions
do not work as a checklist of actions that will each
independently produce results.37 The right leadership
context is critical, and it must be accompanied by a
holistic set of priorities, long-term commitment and with
a deep understanding of the corporate, industry, and
cultural context, organizational culture and the local policy
environment.
While some of the transformations in corporate
practices and public policies will entail adaptation in the
short term by families, companies and the public sector,
in the long term, the subsequent expanding opportunities
for women have the potential to transform the economies,
society and demography of countries.38
CONCLUSION
The Global Gender Gap Report 2014 provides a
comprehensive overview of current performance and
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