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INTRODUCTION 

Cascading crises change the possibilities for women’s economic empowerment.  They reduce 

options for women.  Analysis of such crises can make visible the components of the 

macroeconomic environment that shape gender inequality in work and employment.  This can 

contribute to a theory of change by identifying the gendered levers relevant to the 

transformation of gender inequality at work. 

The policy context for this paper is shaped by: the 2030 Agenda and Sustainable Development 

Goals (SDGs)1; the UN Convention on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women 

(CEDAW)2; the Beijing Platform for Action3; the conclusions of the Commission on the Status 

of Women 60 in 20164; the International Labour Organization (ILO), including its policy for 

decent work5; and the UN Statistical Commission work on gender statistics6.  There are 

achievements and remaining challenges associated with the Millennium Development Goals 

(MDGs): the gender gap in education was closed; but gender gaps remain in employment, in 

that only half of women of working age are in the labour force as compared with three-quarters 

of men; there are further significant gaps in poverty and wages, as well as in participation in 

private and public decision-making7.  

This paper contributes to the mainstreaming of gender into the theory and practice of 

sustainable development in relation to the economic empowerment of women.  Gender 

mainstreaming entails both a specific focus on women and also engagement with all relevant 

institutions and policy fields.  Gender mainstreaming is UN policy, clearly articulated in the 

Beijing Platform for Action and by UN Women8.  Much existing analysis of women’s 

                                            
1 United Nations.  2016.  2030 Agenda and Sustainable Development Goals. 
2 United Nations.  1979.  Convention on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW). 

Available at: http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/cedaw/ 
3 United Nations. 1995. Platform for Action. Fourth World Conference on Women, Beijing, China: UNDAW.  

http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/beijing/platform/ 
4 UN Commission on the Status of Women.  2016.  Women’s empowerment and the link to sustainable 

development: Agreed Conclusions.  CSW60. 
5 International Labour Organization. 2012. Decent Work Indicators: Concepts and Definitions.  Geneva: 

International Labour Office. 
6 United Nations Economic and Social Council Statistical Commission.  2010.  Global Gender Statistics 

Programme.  E/CN.3/2011/4. United Nations Economic and Social Council Statistical Commission.  2012.  

Gender Statistics: Report of the Secretary-General.  E/CN.3/2013/10. 
7 UN. 2015. Millennium Development Goals and Beyond 2015 
8 United Nations Executive Board of the United Nations Entity for Gender Equality and the Empowerment of 

Women. 2013.  United Nations Entity for Gender Equality and the Empowerment of Women Strategic Plan, 

2014-2017.  UNW/2013/6. 

UN Women. 2015. Flagship Programming Initiatives. 

UN Women. 2015. Progress of the World’s Women 2015-2016: Transforming Economies, Realizing Rights.  

UN Women: UN Entity for Gender Equality and the Empowerment of Women. 

http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/cedaw/
http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/beijing/platform/
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economic empowerment has had a focus on a specific set of institutions relevant to work and 

employment, including the care economy, social protection and public services.  This paper 

draws on new thinking9 in order to mainstream gender into a wider range of institutions that 

are important in structuring gender gaps and women’s experiences in work and employment.  

It shows how theories and policies of economic growth are gendered and develops the analysis 

of the gendering of the macroeconomic environment.  It draws on insights in the analysis of 

the financial and economic crisis10 to illuminate the processes linking gender inequality in work 

with this wider range of economic institutions. In this way it reaches deeper into the causal 

pathways into and out of gendered inequalities in the world of work.   

The paper identifies new ways of thinking and of interpreting policy practice concerning: 

gendering the macroeconomic level, including finance, the fiscal, infrastructure, and industrial 

strategy; the relationship between the fiscal, social policy, investment state, and rights; and 

women’s participation in economic decision-making.  It suggests developments in the 

measurement framework, in alignment with the SDGs and the work of the UN Statistical 

                                            
9 Association for Women’s Rights in Development (2009) Women’s Rights Advocates and their Allies Fight to 

Reform Global Financial Architecture. Available at http://www.awid.org/eng/Issues-and-Analysis/Issues-and-

Analysis/Women-s-Rights-Advocates-and-their-Allies-Fight-to-Reform-Global-Financial-Architecture 

Bakker, Isabella and Stephen Gill. Eds. 2003. Power, Production and Social Reproduction. Basingstoke: 

Palgrave Macmillan. 

 Elson, Diane. 2002. ‘International financial architecture: A view from the kitchen’, Politica Femina, Spring. 

Available at http://economicsofcrisis.typepad.com/readings/elson.pdf 

Elson, Diane and Çagatay, Nilüfer. 2000. ‘The social content of macroeconomic policies’, World Development, 

28(7): 1347-64. 

Folbre, Nancy. 2001. The Invisible Heart: Economics and Family Values. New York: New Press. 

Moghadam, Valentine M. 2005. Globalizing Women: Transnational Feminist Networks. Baltimore: Johns 

Hopkins University Press. 

Perrons, Diane.  2005. ‘Gender mainstreaming and gender equality in the new (market) economy: An analysis of 

contradictions’, Social Politics, 12(3): 389-411. 

Young, Brigitte, Isabella Bakker and Diane Elson. Eds. 2011. Questioning Financial Governance from a 

Feminist Perspective. London: Routledge. 
10 Baden, Sally. 1996. ‘Gender issues in financial liberalisation and financial sector reform’. Paper for European 

Commission DG VIII. University of Sussex: IDS, Bridge. Available at 

http://www.bridge.ids.ac.uk/Reports/re39c.pdf 

Buvinic, Mayra. 2009. ‘The global financial crisis: Assessing vulnerability for women and children, identifying 

policy responses’. Presented to UN CSW, New York. Available at 

http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/csw/csw53/panels/financial_crisis/Buvinic.formatted.pdf 

Buvinic, Mayra, Shwetlena Sabarwal and Nistha Sinha. 2009. Impact of Financial Crisis on Women and 

Families. PREM Gender and Development. World Bank. Available at 

http://portal.unesco.org/en/files/44680/12360162191Mayra_Buvinic.pdf/Mayra%2BBuvinic.pdf Pearson, Ruth 

and Caroline Sweetman. Eds.  2011. Gender and the Economic Crisis. Rugby: Practical Action. 

Fukuda-Parr, Sakiko. 2009. ‘Human impact of the global economic crisis: Gender and human rights 

perspectives’. Presented to UN CSW, New York. Available at 

http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/csw/csw53/panels/financial_crisis/Panel%20on%20Financial%20crisis-

Fukuda%20Parr.pdf 

Villa, Paola and Mark Smith. 2010. Gender Equality, Employment Policies and the Crisis in EU Member States. 

Brussels: European Commission DG Employment. 

http://www.awid.org/eng/Issues-and-Analysis/Issues-and-Analysis/Women-s-Rights-Advocates-and-their-Allies-Fight-to-Reform-Global-Financial-Architecture
http://www.awid.org/eng/Issues-and-Analysis/Issues-and-Analysis/Women-s-Rights-Advocates-and-their-Allies-Fight-to-Reform-Global-Financial-Architecture
http://economicsofcrisis.typepad.com/readings/elson.pdf
http://www.bridge.ids.ac.uk/Reports/re39c.pdf
http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/csw/csw53/panels/financial_crisis/Buvinic.formatted.pdf
http://portal.unesco.org/en/files/44680/12360162191Mayra_Buvinic.pdf/Mayra%2BBuvinic.pdf
http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/csw/csw53/panels/financial_crisis/Panel%20on%20Financial%20crisis-Fukuda%20Parr.pdf
http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/csw/csw53/panels/financial_crisis/Panel%20on%20Financial%20crisis-Fukuda%20Parr.pdf
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Commission11, so as to ensure consistent and coherent measurement of gender gaps in this 

wider range of institutions and fields relevant to women’s economic empowerment.   

The paper starts with a consideration of three overarching issues concerning gender, crisis and 

economic growth theory: the root causes of gender inequality; the cascading crisis; and theories 

of sustainable and inclusive growth. Then the paper addresses the seven main areas identified 

in the concept note12: enabling macroeconomic environments for employment creation and 

access to decent work for all; global gender gaps in work and employment; gendered pathways 

from unpaid to informal to formal decent work; care economy and unpaid work; violence at 

work; social protection floors and measures; and rights to form, join, and mobilise through 

trade unions.  The conclusion addresses the implications of the analysis for the economic 

empowerment of women in relation to: broadening the range of relevant institutions under 

consideration; gender disaggregation of statistics; and women’s participation and leadership in 

economic decision-making. 

 

GENDER, CRISIS AND ECONOMIC GROWTH THEORY 

‘Root causes’ of gender inequality 

Gender inequality is a system of social relations, constituted through the intersection of 

multiple social systems13.  Many social systems are shaped by gender relations, but the extent 

of this is not always recognised.  Making visible the gender dimensions of these systems is an 

important contribution to a theory of change in gender inequality14. 

Gender inequality has often been primarily addressed through an analysis of a relatively narrow 

range of institutions, with a focus on the family, household, and care.  The broadening of the 

                                            
11 United Nations Economic and Social Council Statistical Commission.  2010.  Global Gender Statistics 

Programme.  E/CN.3/2011/4. 

United Nations Economic and Social Council Statistical Commission.  2012.  Gender Statistics: Report of the 

Secretary-General.  E/CN.3/2013/10. 

Walby, Sylvia. 2005. 'Measuring women's progress in a global era', International Social Science Journal, June, 

184: 371-387. 

Walby, Sylvia. 2012. ‘Sen and the measurement of justice and capabilities:  A problem in theory and practice’, 

Theory, Culture & Society, 29 (1):99-118. 
12 UN Women.  2016.  Concept Note.  EGM/CW/INF.1.  
13 Walby, Sylvia. 2009. Globalization and Inequalities: Complexity and Contested Modernities.  London: Sage.   

Walby, Sylvia, Jo Armstrong and Sofia Strid. 2012. ‘Intersectionality: Multiple inequalities in social theory’, 

Sociology, 46(2): 224-240.   
14 Walby, Sylvia. 2011. The Future of Feminism.  Cambridge: Polity Press. 
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range of institutions shown to be relevant to gendered economic inequality has been an 

important contribution of recent gender analysis.  One extension concerns public services and 

the welfare state.  Further extensions include: gendered participation in decision-making; 

violence; and the macro-economic.   

‘Gender mainstreaming’ is a theoretical and policy practice that inserts a gender perspective 

into all policy fields, as well as retaining a specific focus on gender inequality.  The inevitable 

tension between the specialised field of gender equality and the mainstream can be used 

productively to drive forward improvements in policy and practice15. 

Women’s participation in decision-making and in leadership is a gender equality practice that 

is relevant to all areas of policy development16.  The exclusion of women from decision-making 

in economic decision-making is one of the challenges for women’s economic empowerment, 

which is especially pronounced in the field of financial and macro-economic decision-making. 

Cascading crises 

A ‘crisis’ is an event that has the potential to cause a large detrimental change to the social 

system and in which there is a lack of proportionality between cause and consequence17.  

During a crisis institutions can be rapidly restructured in ways that have significant long term 

‘path dependent’ effects.  Crises can cascade from one social system to another, generating 

new types of catastrophic effects over a period of time.  Making gender equality visible at each 

of the stages of cascading crises can inform the discussions as to the interventions that are 

desirable and possible. 

Financial crises have been common in market economies18.  Capitalism is inherently unstable 

because of the nature of finance, unless it is well regulated and governed19.  Stiglitz found that 

many financial crises around the world were the consequence of capital market deregulation20, 

                                            
15 Walby, Sylvia. 2005. ‘Gender mainstreaming: Productive tensions in theory and practice’, Social Politics, 

12(3): 321-343. 
16 United Nations Executive Board of the United Nations Entity for Gender Equality and the Empowerment of 

Women. 2013.  United Nations Entity for Gender Equality and the Empowerment of Women Strategic Plan, 

2014-2017.  UNW/2013/6.  Section 41. 
17 Sylvia Walby.  2015.  Crisis.  Cambridge: Polity Press.  Page 14. 
18 Reinhart, Carmen and Kenneth Rogoff. 2009.  This Time is Different.  Princeton: Princeton University Press. 
19 Keynes, John Maynard. 1936. The General Theory of Employment, Interest and Money. London: Macmillan. 

Minsky, Hyman. 2008. [1986] Stabilizing an Unstable Economy. 2nd edn. New York: McGraw-Hill. 

Walby, Sylvia. 2013. ‘Finance versus democracy: theorising finance in society’ Work, Employment and Society, 

27(3): 489-507. 
20 Stiglitz, Joseph. 2002. Globalization and its Discontents. London: Allen Lane. 
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and recommended to the UN that all those affected by a financial crisis should be entitled to 

participate in some way in its governance21.  The financial crash of 1929 had led to economic 

depression, which was exacerbated by fiscal policies, and had led to fascism, holocaust and 

world war.  The Keynesian response had been to regulate finance, in the name of democracy 

for the good of economy and society, in the 1944 Bretton Woods agreement and through the 

establishment of a set of international financial institutions.  There was a long period of relative 

financial stability in North America and Europe following the 1944 Bretton Woods agreement.  

From the 1980s onwards, many of these regulations were removed during the liberalisation of 

markets. 

The most recent financial crisis in the global north started in the US in 2007, spread rapidly to 

North America and Europe and then unevenly around the world.  The crisis cascaded from 

finance to the ‘real’ economy of economic output and employment, then to the fiscal 

(government deficits), becoming a political crisis with potential to cascade into violence and 

into a democratic crisis in some parts of the European Union (EU). Each stage of this crisis has 

been gendered.  The cascading of the crisis and the depth of its effects might have been 

mitigated by different gendered practices, especially those concerning its governance.  Through 

its detrimental consequences on the real economy and on fiscal balance, the financial crisis had 

significant adverse consequences on women’s position in work and employment and on 

capacity for care-work.  Hence the regulation of finance, without which crises will recur, is a 

feminist issue22. 

The financial crisis of 2007 cascaded into the real economy, with significant lost economic 

output and employment around the world23.  The gender effects of this recession were uneven, 

as has often been the case in recessions, varying between occupational and industrial sectors, 

world regions, countries, and phases of the crisis.  This is at least partly due to the concentration 

of women and men in different occupational and industrial sectors of the economy, which are 

affected in different ways24.  Women were disproportionately affected by the impact of the 

                                            
21 Stiglitz, Joseph and Members of UN Commission of Financial Experts. 2010. The Stiglitz Report: Reforming 

the International Monetary and Financial Systems in the Wake of the Global Crisis. New York: New Press. 
22 Sylvia Walby.  2015.  Crisis.  Cambridge: Polity Press.   
23 Haldane, Andrew. 2010. ‘The $100 billion question’. Bank of England. Available at 

http://www.bis.org/review/r100406d.pdf 
24 Buvinic, Mayra. 2009. ‘The global financial crisis: Assessing vulnerability for women and children, 

identifying policy responses’. Presented to UN CSW, New York. Available at 

http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/csw/csw53/panels/financial_crisis/Buvinic.formatted.pdf 

http://www.bis.org/review/r100406d.pdf
http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/csw/csw53/panels/financial_crisis/Buvinic.formatted.pdf
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financial crisis on their mortgages and homes since they were more likely than men to have 

precarious incomes and to be in high risk loans25.    

The crisis in the real economy cascaded into government finances – the fiscal. The gap between 

income (e.g. taxes) and expenditure (e.g. public services) increased and thereby the annual 

deficit in government budgets.  The governmental response to the fiscal pressures was a site of 

debate and contestation.  Some narratives attributed the increased deficit to excessive 

government expenditure on welfare, while others, such as that of the IMF, attributed the 

increased deficit to the decline in government income due to the recession caused by the 

financial crisis26.  The fiscal gap could be tolerated, leading to an increase in the accumulated 

government debt, or it could be narrowed.  Narrowing could be achieved by increasing the 

collection of taxes or by reducing expenditure.  Increasing tax collection could have included 

reducing tax dodging by closing tax havens and developing new taxes, such as on financial 

transactions27. The outcome varied between countries; most frequently in Europe involving 

‘austerity’ and cuts in public expenditure.  

Austerity has typically had disproportionately detrimental effects on women.  Women have 

disproportionately borne the cuts in income support from the state through changes in tax and 

benefit systems, for example in the UK28.  Cuts have disproportionately affected services on 

                                            
Buvinic, Mayra, Shwetlena Sabarwal and Nistha Sinha. 2009. Impact of Financial Crisis on Women and 

Families. PREM Gender and Development. World Bank. Available at 

http://portal.unesco.org/en/files/44680/12360162191Mayra_Buvinic.pdf/Mayra%2BBuvinic.pdf 

OECD (Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development). 2010. ‘Mancession?’, OECD Observer no. 

278, March. Available at http://www.oecdobserver.org/news/printpage.php/aid/3240/Mancession_.html 

Pearson, Ruth and Caroline Sweetman. Eds.  2011. Gender and the Economic Crisis. Rugby: Practical Action. 

Rubery, Jill and Anthony Rafferty. 2013. ‘Women and recession revisited’, Work, Employment and Society, 27 

(3): 414-432. 

Villa, Paola and Mark Smith. 2010. Gender Equality, Employment Policies and the Crisis in EU Member States. 

Brussels: European Commission DG Employment. 

Walby, Sylvia. 2015. Crisis.  Cambridge: Polity Press. 
25 Fishbein, Allen and Patrick Woodall. 2006. ‘Women are prime targets for subprime lending: Women are 

disproportionately represented in high-cost mortgage market’. Consumer Federation of America. Available at 

http://www.consumerfed.org/pdfs/WomenPrimeTargetsStudy120606.pdf 

Montgomerie, Johnna and Brigitte Young.  2010. Home Is Where the Hardship Is: Gender And Wealth 

(Dis)Accumulation in the Subprime Boom. Working Paper No. 79. University of Manchester: CRESC. 
26 IMF (International Monetary Fund). 2011. Regional Economic Outlook: Europe Navigating Stormy Waters. 

Available at http://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/reo/2011/eur/eng/pdf/ereo1011.pdf 
27 European Commission. 2011.  Proposal for a Council Directive on a Common System of Financial 

Transaction Tax and Amending Directive 2008/7/EC. Available at 

http://ec.europa.eu/taxation_customs/resources/documents/taxation/other_taxes/financial_sector/com(2011)594_

en.pdf 
28 Browne, James. 2011. ‘The impact of tax and benefit reforms by sex’. IFS Briefing Note 118. Available at 

http://www.ifs.org.uk/bns/bn118.pdf 

De Henau, Jerome and Cristina Santos. 2011. ‘Gender analysis of the changes in indirect taxes introduced by the 

coalition government, 2010-2011’. Women’s Budget Group. Available at 

http://wbg.org.uk/pdfs/Indirect_tax_Budget_2011_final_report_June_20.pdf 

http://portal.unesco.org/en/files/44680/12360162191Mayra_Buvinic.pdf/Mayra%2BBuvinic.pdf
http://www.oecdobserver.org/news/printpage.php/aid/3240/Mancession_.html
http://www.consumerfed.org/pdfs/WomenPrimeTargetsStudy120606.pdf
http://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/reo/2011/eur/eng/pdf/ereo1011.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/taxation_customs/resources/documents/taxation/other_taxes/financial_sector/com(2011)594_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/taxation_customs/resources/documents/taxation/other_taxes/financial_sector/com(2011)594_en.pdf
http://www.ifs.org.uk/bns/bn118.pdf
http://wbg.org.uk/pdfs/Indirect_tax_Budget_2011_final_report_June_20.pdf
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which women disproportionately depend, such as public services providing care and 

specialised services concerned with domestic and sexual violence29.  This, in turn, has 

disproportionately affected the employment of women, since women’s employment, at least in 

the global north, is concentrated in providing these services. 

Recession, austerity and political contestation have sometimes cascaded into violence. There 

has been an increase in violence, of various forms, linked to the crisis.  There has been an 

increase in violence during public protests, for example, in Greece.  There has been an increase 

in rate of violent crime since 2008 in Britain, driven by an increase in violence against women 

and by perpetrators that were domestic relations, as discovered through the Crime Survey for 

England and Wales30.  Also in the UK, there was a five-fold increase in reported incidents of 

hate crime incidents in the week following the vote in the UK Referendum (52% to 48%) to 

leave the EU31.   

There has been an ensuing political crisis in some countries, with the exacerbation of ethno-

national antagonisms intersecting with (contingently) increased flows of migration and 

refugees, leading to constitutional crises in the relationship of some countries to the EU. The 

cascading crisis, which started with finance, is not over.   

There are several implications of the analysis of the cascading crisis for the topic of the 

empowerment of women: first, financial crisis damages economic growth and has effects on 

the real economy that are unevenly gendered and affect the economic empowerment of women; 

second, the cascade of the crisis from finance to the real economy to the fiscal has further 

implications for the economic empowerment of women because of the effects of austerity on 

the public services on which women disproportionately depend; third, the interconnectedness 

of macro-economic stability with the real economy means that analysis of gender inequality in 

                                            
House of Commons Library. 2010. 2010 June Budget: Direct Taxes, Benefits and Tax Credits – Gender Impact. 

Available at  http://www.fawcettsociety.org.uk/index.asp?PageID=1164 

Women’s Budget Group. 2010. A Gender Impact Assessment of the Coalition Government Budget, June 2010. 

Available at  

http://www.fawcettsociety.org.uk/documents/Women's%20Budget%20Group%20Emergency%20Budget%20R

esponse%20(June%202010).pdf 
29 Walby, Sylvia and Jude Towers. 2012. ‘Measuring the impact of cuts in public expenditure on the provision 

of services to prevent violence against women and girls’ Safe: The Domestic Abuse Quarterly, 41: 14-17. 
30 Walby, Sylvia, Jude Towers and Brian Francis. 2016. ‘Is violent crime increasing or decreasing? A new 

methodology to measure repeat attacks making visible the significance of gender and domestic relations’, 

British Journal of Criminology. http://bjc.oxfordjournals.org/content/early/2015/12/31/bjc.azv131.full  
31 Incidents reported to ‘True Vision’ were 331 as compared with an average of 63. Source: National Police 

Chiefs' Council, UK. 

http://www.fawcettsociety.org.uk/index.asp?PageID=1164
http://www.fawcettsociety.org.uk/documents/Women's%20Budget%20Group%20Emergency%20Budget%20Response%20(June%202010).pdf
http://www.fawcettsociety.org.uk/documents/Women's%20Budget%20Group%20Emergency%20Budget%20Response%20(June%202010).pdf
https://exchange.lancs.ac.uk/owa/redir.aspx?SURL=uz1bOYtaD3b_vrppx0OUoQ98IU-2mNoBbPD-zHXdtVjvTYQaVBPTCGgAdAB0AHAAOgAvAC8AYgBqAGMALgBvAHgAZgBvAHIAZABqAG8AdQByAG4AYQBsAHMALgBvAHIAZwAvAGMAbwBuAHQAZQBuAHQALwBlAGEAcgBsAHkALwAyADAAMQA1AC8AMQAyAC8AMwAxAC8AYgBqAGMALgBhAHoAdgAxADMAMQAuAGYAdQBsAGwA&URL=http%3a%2f%2fbjc.oxfordjournals.org%2fcontent%2fearly%2f2015%2f12%2f31%2fbjc.azv131.full
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employment needs to address macro-economic stability; fourth, effective governance of 

finance and economy lies at the heart of the issue. 

 

Sustainable and inclusive economic growth 

The economic empowerment of women is enhanced by inclusive and sustainable growth.  

Mainstreaming gender into economic growth theory and practice matters for the empowerment 

of women. The support of such economic growth requires the effective regulation of finance 

to prevent financial crisis.  Sustainable Development Goal 8 is to ‘promote sustained, inclusive 

and sustainable economic growth, full and productive employment and decent work for all’.  

While SDG8 is not explicitly gendered, the goal and the means to achieve it are inherently, if 

indirectly, gendered.  There are several components to this, including: stable macro-economic 

environment; full employment; and appropriate infrastructure for economic growth.  Making 

the gender dimension of these components visible requires the consideration of the terms and 

concepts in use. 

Macro-economic stability is important for economic growth, not least because financial crises 

have detrimental effects on the real economy.  SGD 17.13, ‘enhance global macroeconomic 

stability, including through policy coordination and policy coherence’, addresses this within 

Agenda 2030.  The effective governance of finance is an important part of achieving macro-

economic stability.  Such governance is gendered in at least two ways.  First, the decision-

making within private finance has historically been an almost all-male matter, with 

monocultures that generated high levels of risk-taking32.  Increasing gender diversity in the 

boards of directors of finance companies is one approach to address this33.  Second, a broader 

approach is to address the governmental level of the regulation of finance, including the 

                                            
32 Carter, Nancy and Harvey Wagner. 2011. The Bottom Line: Corporate Performance and Women’s 

Representation on Boards. Catalyst. Available at: http://www.catalyst.org/knowledge/bottom-line-corporate-

performance-and-womens-representation-boards 

McDowell, Linda. 1997. Capital Culture: Gender at Work in the City. Oxford: Blackwell. 

McKinsey & Co. 2007. Women Matter: Gender Diversity, a Corporate Performance Driver. McKinsey. 

Available at http://www.mckinsey.com/features/women_matter 

Singh, Val and Susan Vinnicombe.  2004. ‘Why so few women directors in top UK boardrooms? Evidence and 

theoretical explanations’, Corporate Governance: An International Review, 12(4): 479-88. 

van Staveren, Irene. 2002. ‘Global finance and gender’, in Albrecht Schnabel and Jan Aart Scholte (eds) Civil 

Society and Global Finance, pp. 228-46. London: Routledge. 
33 Armstrong, Jo and Sylvia Walby. 2012. Gender Quotas in Management Boards. Brussels: European 

Parliament, FEMM Committee. Available at 

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/document/activities/cont/201202/20120216ATT38420/20120216ATT38420EN.

pdf 

http://www.catalyst.org/knowledge/bottom-line-corporate-performance-and-womens-representation-boards
http://www.catalyst.org/knowledge/bottom-line-corporate-performance-and-womens-representation-boards
http://www.mckinsey.com/features/women_matter
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/document/activities/cont/201202/20120216ATT38420/20120216ATT38420EN.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/document/activities/cont/201202/20120216ATT38420/20120216ATT38420EN.pdf
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international governmental level34.  The governmental level might also be subject to the 

practice of including women in order to improve the quality of decision-making. 

Full employment is one of the components of the route to such economic growth.  Full 

employment is inherently gendered, as noted in target 8.5: ‘full and productive employment 

and decent work for all women and men’.   The route to such full employment includes the 

education of girls, which develops their human capital35, the removal of discrimination against 

women36, and the provision of collective forms of care for children and others in need including 

the elderly.  These actions frequently involve public services and the state, indeed investment 

by the state.  The achievement of full employment hence requires the rethinking of the 

traditional distinction between policies that promote economic growth and policies that 

promote welfare.  Policies that promote education, remove labour market discrimination and 

develop care-services are policies that simultaneously promote economic growth and gender 

equality.  Rather than thinking of education and care-services only as ‘welfare’ they may be 

conceptualised as part of ‘investment’ in ‘infrastructure’, and, when performed by the state, as 

part of a ‘social investment state’37.  These services are more frequently delivered by states 

when there are higher proportions of women in the relevant sites of decision-making38. 

The ‘infrastructure’ needed for economic growth includes investment in relevant forms of 

capital.   This includes the development of human capital as well as fixed capital39.  A narrow 

focus on fixed capital, such as buildings, machines, roads and bridges, is more likely to engage 

the activities of men.  A broader focus that includes the development of human capital, such as 

schools, universities, health services and care-work, is likely to engage the activities of women 

as well as of men40.  Thus different forms of infrastructure are gendered.  The application of a 

                                            
34 Haldane, Andrew and Robert May. 2011. ‘Systemic risk in banking ecosystems’, Nature, 20 January, 469: 

351-5. 
35 Klasen, Stephan. 2002. ‘Low schooling for girls, slower growth for all? Cross-country evidence on the effect 

of gender inequality in education on economic development’, World Bank Economic Review, 16(3): 345-73. 

Thévenon, Olivier, Nabil Ali, Willem Adema and Angelica Salvi del Pero. 2012. Effects of Reducing Gender 

Gaps in Education and Labour Force Participation on Economic Growth in the OECD. OECD Social, 

Employment and Migration Working Papers No. 138. Available at 

http://www.ined.fr/fichier/t_telechargement/56059/telechargement_fichier_fr_th.venon.et.al._2012.pdf 
36 Walby, Sylvia and Wendy Olsen. 2002. The Impact of Women’s Position in the Labour Market on Pay and 

Implications for Productivity. London: Department of Trade and Industry Women and Equality Unit. 
37 Morel, Nathalie, Bruno Palier and Joakim Palme. Eds. 2012. Towards a Social Investment State: Ideas, 

Policies and Challenges. Bristol: Policy Press. 
38 Huber, Evelyne and John D. Stephens (2000) ‘Partisan governance, women’s employment, and the social 

democratic service state’, American Sociological Review, 65: 323–42. 
39 Becker, Gary S. 1964. Human Capital: A Theoretical and Empirical Analysis with Special Reference to 

Education. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. 
40 Walby, Sylvia, Heidi Gottfried, Karin Gottschall and Mari Osawa. 2007. Eds. Gendering The Knowledge 

Economy: Comparative Perspectives. London: Palgrave. 

http://www.ined.fr/fichier/t_telechargement/56059/telechargement_fichier_fr_th.venon.et.al._2012.pdf
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gender perspective makes visible the gender of the infrastructure into which investment is 

needed for economic growth.  The welfare state may be reinterpreted as a social investment 

state when it is investing in human capital41.   

 

MAIN AREAS OF ANALYSIS AND INTERVENTION 

Seven main areas are addressed: enabling macroeconomic environments for employment 

creation and access to decent work for all; global gender gaps in work and employment; 

gendered pathways from unpaid to informal to formal decent work; care economy and unpaid 

work; violence at work; social protection floors and measures; and rights to form, join, and 

mobilise through trade unions. 

Enabling macroeconomic environments for employment creation and access to decent 

work for all 

The macroeconomic environment, which could enable the creation of employment and access 

to decent work for all, includes the domains of finance and fiscal, as well as trade and industrial 

policy.  Effective mainstreaming gender into the macroeconomic has the potential to assist 

delivery of the goals of employment creation and access to decent work for all.  The theory and 

practice of economic growth is gendered, with implications for gender inequality in 

employment and work. 

It has been established that variations in macroeconomic policy environments have gender 

implications42.  Sometimes this has been understood as a process in which ‘gender neutral’ 

macroeconomic environments have gendered effects because they interact with a gendered 

world.  In this approach, the field of macroeconomic policy is identified separately from that 

of the gender equality policy.  This rests upon a distinction between economic growth (and its 

                                            
Walby, Sylvia. 2011. ‘Is the knowledge society gendered?’ Gender, Work & Organization, 18(1): 1-29. 
41 Morel, Nathalie, Bruno Palier and Joakim Palme. Eds.  2012. Towards a Social Investment State: Ideas, 

Policies and Challenges. Bristol: Policy Press. 
42 UN Women. 2015. Progress of the World’s Women 2015-2016: Transforming Economies, Realizing Rights.  

UN Women: UN Entity for Gender Equality and the Empowerment of Women. 

Baden, Sally. 1996. ‘Gender issues in financial liberalisation and financial sector reform’. Paper for European 

Commission DG VIII. University of Sussex: IDS, Bridge. Available at 

http://www.bridge.ids.ac.uk/Reports/re39c.pdf 

Young, Brigitte, Isabella Bakker and Diane Elson. Eds. 2011. Questioning Financial Governance from a 

Feminist Perspective. London: Routledge. 
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associated policies, goals and institutions) and gender equality (and its associated policies, 

goals and institutions).   

I propose going one step further.  It is not only that the effects of macroeconomic policy are 

gendered, but the macroeconomic environment is itself gendered.  The macroeconomic policy 

‘architecture’ is gendered in its policies, goals, institutional practices and composition of its 

personnel.  Financial, fiscal, trade and industrial policy are gendered in themselves as well as 

in their effects. 

It is important to avoid a false binary in which economic growth is put in tension with gender 

equality: as if there were a trade off.  Traditionally, economic growth rates are associated with 

practices in the macroeconomic environment including ‘finance’, ‘infrastructure’, 

‘investment’, and ‘production’, while gender equality is treated differently as if it were 

associated only with ‘justice’, ‘welfare’, ‘social policy’, and ‘care’.  This binary is misplaced.  

The appropriate re-gendering of financial, fiscal, trade and industrial macroeconomic policy 

can support sustainable economic growth as well as justice.  This alternative approach requires 

rethinking the concepts of ‘finance’, ‘fiscal’ ‘infrastructure’, ‘capital’, ‘human capital’, 

‘welfare’, and ‘investment’, as discussed above.  This would facilitate the mainstreaming of 

gender into the analysis of the conditions for macro-economic stability. 

Global gender gaps in work and employment 

Work and employment are important ways in which people access livelihoods.  In addition, 

economic resources relevant to livelihoods may be considered more broadly, including 

ownership of property. 

The gender gaps in work and employment that need to be addressed include:  employment 

rates; unemployment rates; pay (weekly as well as hourly); decent work (e.g. as measured by 

ILO indicators)43; vulnerable work and precarious work; the different impact of children on 

women and men parents; and time use (housework and childcare).  These are acknowledged in 

SDG 5.5c: ‘Adopt and strengthen sound policies and enforceable legislation for the promotion 

of gender equality and the empowerment of all women and girls at all levels.’ 

Access to livelihoods, the central concern of work and employment, is affected by access to 

economic resources more broadly defined.  Access to economic resources is affected by 

                                            
43 International Labour Organization. 2012. Decent Work Indicators: Concepts and Definitions.  Geneva: 

International Labour Office. 
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relations to property that may be used to generate and support livelihoods and entrepreneurship, 

including access to and ownership of farmland, factories, offices, and houses44.   Gender gaps 

in ownership should be included when gender gaps in work are considered.  This is 

acknowledged in SDG 5.5a: ‘Undertake reforms to give women equal rights to economic 

resources, as well as access to ownership and control over land and other forms of property, 

financial services, inheritance and natural resources, in accordance with national laws.’ These 

gender gaps in property ownership need better documentation and inclusion in indicators; both 

legislative and statistical. 

Gendered pathways from unpaid to informal to formal decent work 

Gendered pathways from unpaid to informal to formal decent work require gendered transitions 

in institutions in work is performed.  This is not primarily an issue of the mobility of 

individuals.  The transition of institutions requires attention to ‘industrial policy’, to the 

strategic decision-making over the encouragement of some industries more than others.  A 

central issue is engagement with care-work, discussed above.   

Care economy and unpaid work 

Care-work can be performed as: unpaid work in the household; in the informal economy; or 

under formalised employment conditions (in either public or private sector).  In all cases it 

makes important contributions to human well-being as well as to the economy, which should 

be recognised and valued.  There are challenges to avoid the social relations under which care-

work is performed being exploitative, regardless of whether the work is unpaid or paid.  The 

goal for unpaid care work is to reduce and redistribute through shared responsibility between 

women and men in the household and between the household and society. 

One route to change is to rethink and transform ‘fiscal’ policy through gender mainstreaming.  

The utilisation of the technique of ‘gender budgeting’ can make visible the gender dimension 

in the distribution of resources in fiscal decision-making. 

Violence against women 

                                            
44 Agarwal, Bina and Panda, P. 2007. ‘Toward freedom from domestic violence: The neglected obvious’, 

Journal of Human Development, 8(3): 359-388. 
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Various forms of violence and coercion are relevant to the economic empowerment of women 

as well as being a violation of women’s human rights45.  Specifically within the workplace this 

includes: gender and sexual harassment; and trafficking in human beings.  In addition, domestic 

violence may spill over into the workplace. Other forms of violence against women can have 

indirect effects on gender equality in the economy including the workplace. 

Gender and sexual harassment have detrimental consequences to women at work46.  The 

development of laws and their implementation through tribunals and courts can reduce their 

extent.   

Trafficking in human beings can include the use of physical force, but other forms of coercion 

are also deployed and all are illegal under the UN Protocol47.  There are several forms of 

exploitation, each of which has a different relationship to the workplace.  Trafficking for 

purposes of labour exploitation is most obviously relevant.  Trafficking for purposes of sexual 

exploitation is not necessarily a workplace issue.  Women are disproportionately victims of 

trafficking in human beings48, as a consequence of the significance of trafficking for purposes 

of sexual exploitation.  The measurement of trafficking is challenging, with ongoing 

development of methodologies by the ILO, UNODC, Eurostat and other international bodies49, 

including in relation to the SDGs.  

                                            
45 United Nations.  1979.  Convention on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW). 

Available at: http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/cedaw/ 

United Nations.  1993.  Declaration on the Elimination of Violence against Women. 

United Nations. 1995. Platform for Action. Fourth World Conference on Women, Beijing, China: UNDAW.  

http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/beijing/platform/  

Organization of American States. 1994. Inter-American Convention on the Prevention, Punishment and 

eradication of Violence against Women ‘Convention of Belem do Para’. Available at: 

http://www.oas.org/en/CIM/docs/Belem-do-Para[EN].pdf  
46 Walby, Sylvia and Jonathan Allen. 2004. Domestic Violence, Sexual Assault and Stalking: Findings from the 

British Crime Survey.   Home Office Research Study 276.  London: Home Office. 
47 United Nations.  2000.  Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons, Especially Women 

and Children, supplementing the United Nations Convention against Transnational Organized Crime. 2000. 

[Online]. 2237 UNTS 391, opened for signature 12 December 2000, entered into force 25 December 2003. 

(Palermo Convention). Available at: https://treaties.un.org/doc/Publication/UNTS/Volume%202237/v2237.pdf 
48 Walby, Sylvia, Birgit Apitzsch, Jo Armstrong, Susie Balderston, Karolina Follis, Brian Francis, Liz Kelly, 

Corinne May-Chahal, Awais Rashid, Karen Shire, Jude Towers, and Markus Tünte.  2016. Gender Dimension 

of Trafficking in Human Beings.  Brussels: European Commission Anti-Trafficking Coordinators 

Office.http://ec.europa.eu/anti-

trafficking/sites/antitrafficking/files/study_on_the_gender_dimension_of_trafficking_in_human_beings._final_r

eport.pdf 
49 ibid 

http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/cedaw/
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Domestic violence (including sexual violence50) can have detrimental consequences to the 

capacity of women to be productive at work, and may have the consequence that they lose their 

jobs through the need to attend courts or to move to safety away from the area51.  The 

development of policies to mitigate these secondary consequences of violence includes: 

employer/trade union codes of practice to support victims of domestic violence; reforms to 

social security laws that allow income support at times when searching for a job is not practical 

because of violence are important for well-being.  

There are reciprocal effects in the relationship between violence and the workplace.  Improved 

policies can mitigate the secondary consequences of violent victimisation, which can be to the 

benefit of both worker and employer through improved capacity for productive work, thereby 

reducing the cost of violence against women to economy and society52.   

Social protection floors and measures 

The implementation of social protection floors and labour market regulations can improve the 

economic empowerment of women.  These include: equal pay for work of equal value; non-

discrimination in hiring, firing, promotion; no discrimination against those working part-time; 

maternity, paternity and parental leave; regulation of working-time so as to ensure 

compatibility with care-work; minimum pay; social security; non-discrimination against 

women in household based claims systems; protections for those made vulnerable by their 

migration or citizenship status; support for victims of trafficking and implementation of laws 

against traffickers; support for victims of violence, including domestic violence, including 

when their capacity for work is impaired; mechanisms for enforcing entitlements to rights to 

provide equal access to justice including tribunals, courts, and arbitration mechanisms. 

Rights to form, join, and mobilise through trade unions 

                                            
50 Walby, Sylvia, Philippa Olive, Jude Towers, Brian Francis, Sofia Strid, Andrea Krizsan, Emanuela 

Lombardo, Corinne May-Chahal, Suzanne Franzway, David Sugarman, Bina Agarwal and Jo Armstrong. 2015. 

Stopping Rape: Towards a Comprehensive Policy.  Bristol: Policy Press. 

Brown, J. M. and Walklate, S. L. (eds) (2012) Handbook on Sexual Violence. London: Routledge. 

Kelly, L. (1988) Surviving Sexual Violence. Cambridge: Polity Press.  
51 Walby, Sylvia and Jonathan Allen. 2004. Domestic Violence, Sexual Assault and Stalking: Findings from the 

British Crime Survey.   Home Office Research Study 276.  London: Home Office. 
52 Walby, Sylvia.  2004. The Cost of Domestic Violence. London: Department of Trade and Industry Women 

and Equality Unit. 

Walby, Sylvia and Philippa Olive. 2014. Estimating the Costs of Gender-Based Violence in the European 

Union.  Vilnius, Lithuania: European Institute for Gender Equality.  
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Trade unions are important organisations for the realisation of women’s rights and for 

achieving the economic empowerment of women53. The way in which they are gendered is 

understood in diverse ways.  There is feminist organising within trade unions, caucuses, 

committees, conferences54.  Trade unions may be understood to be part of trans-national 

feminism, in which women workers fight in defence of their rights, and feminist organisations 

mobilize support for women workers55.  Feminism is inside trade unions and feminists inside 

trade unions make alliances with feminists outside trade unions56.  Trade unions may also be 

understood more directly as feminist organisations, since most, although not all, pursue 

feminist goals today57.  However, there remain variations in the extent of gender-balance in 

decision-making and governance in trade unions. 

Trade unions are an important set of non-state organisations that take forward gender equality 

goals.  They represent an example of the wider need for gender balance in economic-decision-

making and for women’s leadership of institutions. 

Further examples of economic institutions where women’s participation in decision-making is 

also relevant include: boards of directors of companies; financial over-sight committees; 

international financial and economic institutions include the International Monetary Fund, 

World Bank, and the World Trade Organisation. 

 

CONCLUSIONS 

In order to address the economic empowerment of women, it is necessary to mainstream gender 

into the theory and practice of sustainable economic development.  This includes rethinking 

the conceptualisation of the economy so as to make visible the gender dimensions and the 

gendered connections between economy and society.  The analysis of the gendering of the 

cascade of the recent crisis through finance to the real economy to the fiscal into violence and 

political crisis illuminates the gendered connections between economy and society.   

                                            
53 Colgan, Fiona and Sue Ledwith. Eds. 2002. Gender, Diversity and Trade Unions: International Perspectives. 

London: Routledge. 
54 Briskin, Linda. 2006. Equity Bargaining/Bargaining for Equity. York, Canada: York University. 

http://www.yorku.ca/lbriskin/pdf/bargainingpaperFINAL3secure.pdf. 
55 Moghadam, Valentine M. 2005. Globalizing Women: Transnational Feminist Networks. Baltimore: John 

Hopkins University Press. 
56 Franzway, Suzanne and Mary Margaret Fonow.  2011.  Making Feminist Politics: Transnational Alliances 

between Women and Labor.  Urbana, Chicago: University of Illinois Press. 
57 Walby, Sylvia. 2011. The Future of Feminism.  Cambridge: Polity Press. 
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The conclusion to the analysis presented here includes three elements: broadening the range of 

economic institutions that are seen to be relevant to women’s economic empowerment; 

developing the gender disaggregation of statistics for a wide range of phenomena including 

those targets and indicators in the Sustainable Development Goals; and extending the principle 

of gender-balance in decision-making beyond politics to include financial and economic 

institutions.  These developments are consistent with the principle of gender mainstreaming 

adopted by the UN since Beijing and included in UN Women’s strategic plan.   

A wide range of institutions are relevant to women’s economic empowerment.  It is important 

to include institutions that are ‘upstream’ in the causal pathways that lead to gender inequality, 

not only to focus on the immediacy of these detriments.  This means including financial 

institutions and their governance, as well as institutions directly concerned with employment 

and care-work. 

The range of institutions relevant to women’s economic empowerment includes finance 

(companies and financial governance) and international and national macroeconomic 

regulators (e.g. Bank of International Settlements, International Monetary Fund, World Bank, 

World Trade Organisation, central banks) as well as those directly concerned with 

employment.  The gendering of decision-making, in its priorities and practices, needs attention.  

The implications of the re-conceptualisation of care-work as relevant for the economy as well 

as for human well-being and gender justice need to be further developed.  Investment in human 

capital is important for sustainable and inclusive economic development as well as investment 

in fixed capital.  Decisions concerning priorities for investment in infrastructure and the 

achievement of fiscal balance should take these matters into account to a greater extent than 

previously. Investments by states for sustainable and inclusive economic growth should take 

these gender dimensions of human capital, infrastructure and fiscal priorities into account.   

The development and monitoring of gender-sensitive policies in this area requires greater 

gender disaggregation of statistics that is currently achieved.  While there have been calls for 

routine gender disaggregation of statistics from Beijing onwards, the identification of the areas 

in which they are important could be further developed in the light of the above analysis.   

For example, all SDGs could have gender disaggregated indicators, unless there are exceptional 

reasons for exemption.  Currently, it is ambiguous as to whether some indicators for some 

targets will be gender disaggregated.  This should be clarified with a policy decision to gender 
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disaggregate all indicators, except where there are grounds for exemption.  This is a process of 

development, through the three Tiers of statistical development identified by the UN Statistical 

Commission.  

The activities promoting women’s participation and leadership in decision making could be 

extended to the full range of institutions relevant to the economic empowerment of women 

identified here.  This would entail further mobilising the strategic priority of UN Women that 

‘women lead and participate in decision-making at all levels’ within all areas of economic and 

financial decision-making.  It would reflect the aim of SDG 5.5: ‘Ensure women’s full and 

effective participation and equal opportunities for leadership at all levels of decision-making 

in political, economic and public life’.   

This might include promoting gender balance in financial and economic decision-making in 

the following locations: Corporate boards (Boards of Directors), central banks, governmental 

financial oversight committees, governing committees of the IMF, World Bank, WTO, BIS 

and ILO.  Consideration might be given to the use of special temporary measures (quotas, 

targets) in this process, drawing on experience of their success in parliamentary representation. 

The application of the principle of gender mainstreaming to this extended field of institutions 

found to be relevant to the economic empowerment of women would be consistent with UN 

policy and could make a significant difference to women’s lives. 


