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Abstract

Women around the world face a wide array of economic realities, and 
live in varied social, cultural and political contexts. But they are also 
bound by common experiences which shape the ways that women 
interact with the economy differently from men. Efforts to advance 
the measurement of women’s economic empowerment must highlight 
the systemic barriers that women face using standard objective 
indicators and highlight the economic value of women’s unpaid work. 
Moreover, it is equally important to measure and account for subjective 
dimensions of ‘empowerment’ using proxy indicators that can be 
measured objectively (Buvinic, 2017).

This Policy Brief proposes mechanisms for measuring WEE going 
beyond the standard measures of legal and pay equity. It makes 
recommendations outlining the need to work towards common 
definitions and targets for WEE, as well as key actions which public 
and private sector actors can begin to implement immediately to have 
a positive impact on WEE and build robust monitoring and evaluation 
systems to track objective and subjective aspects of WEE. In addition, 
this brief outlines specific areas of measurement of WEE for both 
public and private sectors, recognizing that countries should measure 
their level of progress against their own starting points rather than 
comparing against other countries.

 “Women’s economic empowerment is at the heart of the 2030 Agenda. We 
will not achieve the Sustainable Development Goals if there is no accelerated 
action to empower women economically. We know that women’s participation 
in all spheres of life, including in the economy, is essential to sustainable and 
durable peace and to the realization of human rights.” United Nations 
Secretary-General, António Guterres, March 2017
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Challenge

MEASURING WOMEN’S ECONOMIC EMPOWERMENT 

Women’s economic empowerment 
(WEE) is women’s independent 
ability to participate in, contribute to 
and make economic decisions which 
have the potential for economic 
advancement (Golla et al., 2011; 
OECD, 2011). With the growing 
recognition that gender equality 
promotes economic stability and 
growth, under the respective 2018 
Presidencies of Canada and 
Argentina, members of the G7 and 
G20 committed to an increased focus 
on gender economic equity. This 
commitment is largely driven by the 
growing body of evidence that points 
to WEE boosting economic growth 
and productivity, enabling greater 
equality of overall income distribution, supporting higher corporate 
profits, increasing economic resilience, supporting bank stability and 
contributing to other development outcomes such as improved health 
for women and children (IMF 2018). However, as noted by the IMF 
(2018) there is much work to be done since, “Despite progress, women 
and men do not have the same opportunities to participate in economic 
activity, and when women do participate, they do not receive the same 
recognition, wages, or benefits as men.” 

Moreover, based on the World Economic Forum’s estimates, at the 
current rate of progress it will take 217 years to close the overall global 
gender gap in female labor force participation and equal economic 

WEE and the SDGs
WEE is a prerequisite for sustainable 
development that cuts across a l l  17 
Sus ta inab le  Deve lopment  Goa ls ,  i n 
particular:

•	 Goal 1: End poverty in all its forms, 
everywhere 

•	 Goal 2: End hunger, achieve food 
security and improved nutrition, and 
promote sustainable agriculture 

•	 Goal 3 :  Ensure healthy l ives and 
promote well-being for all ages 

•	 Goal 4: Ensure inclusive and equitable 
quality education and promote lifelong 
learning opportunities for all

•	 Goal 5: Achieve gender equality and 
empower all women and girls

•	 Goal 8: Promote sustained, inclusive 
and sustainable economic growth, full 
and productive employment and decent 
work for all

•	 Goal 10: Reduce income inequality 
within and among countries 

Source: UN Women
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opportunities. 

This brief recognizes that issues of WEE are complex, requiring 
cultural and contextual sensitivity, and recognition of the fact that 
women do not constitute a homogenous group and, as a consequence, 
‘one size’ economic policies, initiatives and measures do not ‘fit all.’ 
Moreover, although empowerment itself is transversal across 
economic, political, social and psychological domains (Fox and 
Romero, 2016) and is often perceived at the level of the individual, it 
can and should be measured at the household and community levels 
as well to capture the ripple effects of WEE (Buvinic, 2017; Scott, 2016). 
Hence the challenge in defining and measuring the empowerment of 
women as economic actors is to establish a common framework that 
works at different levels of analyses, given variations in context.

Challenge 1: Accountability and impact on WEE will look different 
in different contexts

To advance WEE, multiple stakeholders must assume and be held 
accountable for impact through measurement and corresponding 
governance mechanisms. Accountability and impact on WEE will 
look different for the public and private sectors, for economies with 
large informal sectors versus those that are predominantly formalized, 
those that rely on agriculture versus those that are driven by the 
services or industry. Varied cultural, social and political contexts also 
make setting goals that enable cross-country comparability a challenge. 
This brief takes the approach of outlining broad policy areas for major 
stakeholders (public and private sectors) that should be considered to 
ensure that WEE is achieved and has the desired impact on labour 
(wage and salaried employment), farming and entrepreneurship, 
distribution of unpaid work, and digital and financial equity.

Challenge 2: Paucity and quality of data compromise measurability 
and accountability
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Interventions to improve WEE may be directed at one or a number of 
the following: direct outcomes such as knowledge, skills or acquiring 
productive assets; intermediate outcomes such as changes in women’s 
decision-making roles in their businesses/ farms; or final outcomes 
such as business income, employment, asset ownership, gender 
norms, and women’s self-confidence (Buvinic and Furst-Nichols, 
2015). Some indicators have more established methodologies than 
others however. 

Much of the focus in measurement of WEE to date has been on 
economic outcomes rather than the process through which women 
become economically empowered (Buvinic, 2017). In addition, even 
for measures that have been widely agreed, data collection to support 
these measures is low and there are significant gaps on issues such as 
occupational safety and health (OSH) conditions. As a result, related 
policy and decision making has been correspondingly weak. Moreover, 
as the world of work evolves, coverage and measurement issues that 
already existed may become exacerbated and new gaps in data on 
women’s economic lives may emerge. Specific data challenges include:

•	Data on individuals in informal jobs (both as employees and in 
self-employment), which in some developing countries 
accounts for the majority of employment, is particularly difficult 
to capture. As women are more likely than men to be in the 
most vulnerable informal jobs (ILO 2018b), data on this group 
is crucial to ensure that countries can move towards 
formalization in a gender-sensitive way. 

•	Data on work, pay and working conditions at an individual 
level, i.e. pay or profit, is also low in developing country 
contexts. 

•	The conceptualization of the household has to be de-constructed 
to better estimate women’s contribution to the economy since 
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current concepts of the household makes women invisible. 

•	WEE is shaped by both paid and unpaid work, the majority of 
which is done by women. However, coverage of data on unpaid 
work is currently low and failure to deal with this issue hampers 
our understanding of WEE (Scott 2016) at the national and sub-
national levels. 

•	Measurement of access to and ownership of assets, including 
physical assets like land, as well as notional assets such as 
financial and digital assets, for men and women separately is 
also a challenge that must be met. 

Challenge 3

Governance Mechanisms and Measurement of Progress:

a. Public Sector

Mechanisms and measurements of progress need to take account of 
the public sector’s role in WEE on three levels: public sector as 
employer; public sector as shaper and implementer of policy that can 
enhance or slow WEE; and public sector as compiler of official statistics 
on WEE and as user of these statistics to define and monitor progress 
in public policies regarding WEE. As noted by Thomas et al. (2018): 

“The collection and dissemination of robust and consistent sex-
disaggregated economic and social data to inform and support 
evidence-based policy making poses a significant challenge. Therefore, 
the integration and implementation of a gender focus on data 
collection, disaggregation, analysis and publication all demographic, 
social and economic statistics are critical for designing, implementing 
and monitoring gender-informed policies”.
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b. Private Sector 

Accountability mechanisms are challenging in the private sector as 
they must deal with the private sector’s role as employers, i.e. directly 
influencing WEE, but also in terms of the goods and services they 
produce and how these directly or indirectly impact WEE, and the 
data they generate that can be useful to measure and monitor WEE. 
Access to and sharing of meaningful data on WEE is a key challenge 
for private sector organizations which the proposals below are 
designed to address. 

Proposal 

Proposal 1

Agree a definition and framework of women’s economic 
empowerment (WEE) to facilitate the setting of clear goals and 
targets for labor, farming and entrepreneurship, digital and financial 
equity

A number of frameworks for and definitions of WEE have been 
devised, including the framework shown in Figure 1 below. There is 
general agreement that key areas of focus for the measurement of 
WEE include (a) women’s economic outcomes, e.g. labour market 
outcomes; and (b) subjective aspects such as increases in women’s 
agency. However, a universally adopted definition/ framework has 
not been arrived at. The first proposal therefore, is for countries to 
work together to establish a common definition and measurement 
framework on WEE process and outcomes that will apply across 
cultures (Scott 2016). This would enable agreement on goals and 
targets.
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Source: Women’s World Banking, 2018.

Proposal 2 

Strengthen the public sector’s direct (policy-making and budgeting) 
and indirect (data compilation) role in bringing about WEE 

Accountability mechanisms to hold public sector actors accountable 
as employers, policy makers, and statistics compilers, will necessarily 
involve civil society actors, self-reporting between government arms, 
and the electorate prioritizing and following activities on WEE. 

With regard to the public sector’s policymaking and implementing 
role, we recommend the following (Thomas, et al, 2018):

•	Design and implement policy processes to systematically 
include a gender focus on the determinants of gender 
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inequities by requiring, 
implementing, and 
resourcing impact 
assessments to assure 
inclusivity, transparency, 
consistency and 
accountability. 

•	Implement gender 
budgeting at national and 
sub-national levels, placing 
implementation and 
accountability at the political center of fiscal decision-making 
on the ministries of finance.

Recognizing that data constitute essential inputs for quality policy 
design, benchmarking and measuring progress on implementation, 
and accountability (Thomas, et al, 2018), we recommend that 
governments take the following steps to improve WEE data availability 
and quality:

•	Provide resources to national statistical systems to close gender 
data gaps.

•	Give priority to the following categories of statistical data 
collection: labor, digital and financial inclusion; measurement 
of unpaid work; participation in the agricultural and agri-
business sectors; and, access to care support and social 
protection.

•	Develop robust reporting and communication mechanisms to 
share this information with stakeholders for analysis, policy 
design, impact assessments, monitoring and evaluation, and 
advocacy. 

Box 1.
Commentary on the Importance of  

Sex Disaggregated Data
“When we don’t count women or girls, they 
literally become invisible,” says Sarah Hendriks, 
director of gender equality at the Bill & Melinda 
Gates Foundation.

 “The dearth of data makes it difficult to set 
pol ic ies and gauge progress,  prevent ing 
governments and organizations from taking 
measurable steps to empower women and 
improve lives.” Mayra Buvinic, Data2X/ U.N. 
Foundation Senior Fellow

Source: New York Times, 2015 
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Supporting gender-based research initiatives such as the work of the 
Global Women’s Entrepreneurship Policy research group, which 
examines existing policies on a comparative basis across countries 
using a gender lens, is also recommended (Henry et al., 2017).

Recommendations under proposal 3 below also pertain to the public 
sector’s role in collecting data from the private sector and as employers 
in their own right. 

Proposal 3 

Build robust public-private data sharing mechanisms to enable 
monitoring and evaluation of key areas of WEE in employment and 
enterprise and farming.

Employment (wage and salaried). Standardized measures of rank and 
pay should be mandated for reporting on an annual basis. 

•	Pay, in particular, should be reported according to a set formula, 
such as was done by the U.K. government in spring of 2018, in 
order that differences cannot be hidden and sources of pay 
inequity are made clear.  

•	A national survey, similar to the one conducted by the World 
Economic Forum’s 2010 Corporate Gender Gap Report, should 
be undertaken to monitor availability of supportive programs, 
such as mentoring or maternity leave, as well as perceptions of 
barriers and women’s career progress within firms. 

•	Public disclosure of board and senior management composition 
by gender should be mandated. 

•	Governments should collect data from small and medium 
firms, not just from large corporations, as the majority of every 
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population is employed by firms with fewer than 250 employees. 

•	These data will only capture individuals employed in the 
formal sector however. Individuals in the informal sector or 
working informally in formal sector jobs and the ‘gig economy’ 
should be enumerated through improved labour force surveys, 
in line with new guidance from the ILO (ILO 2018a). 

 Enterprise and Farming.  

•	Existing data collection on enterprise should include a gender 
marker to identify female owned or operated businesses, with 
a standardized definition so that cross-national comparisons 
can be made. 

•	Similarly, female-owned or operated farms should be identified 
and measured. Equally important is to better measure women’s 
participation in farming, both subsistence production and cash 
cropping (UNFAO 2017; ILO 2018a). 

•	Existing laws barring collection of gender data by banks and 
other financial sector providers should be lifted where they are 
in operation, and 

•	Sex-disaggregated financial data on account ownership and 
usage, credit levels and interest, savings, insurance, pensions 
etc. should be reported regularly in an anonymized format to 
financial regulators in-country and to the IMF Financial Access 
Survey. 

•	Sex-disaggregated digital data on ownership and use of digital 
communication technologies and on mobile banking should be 
encouraged and made available on an anonymized basis to 
monitor digital and financial inclusion. 
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Mechanisms of accountability in the private sector require 
strengthening. Often, unless a regulation gives government bodies the 
ability to mandate information, voluntary or self-reporting 
mechanisms are used. However, voluntary and self-reporting schemes 
are not sufficient. In some cases these schemes are used to ward off 
mandatory reporting and limit oversight.  Public-private sector 
collaborations should be pursued to increase access to and mine 
private sector data for public good WEE purposes.  

CONCLUSION

Women’s economic empowerment (WEE) is a complex issue. It is 
influenced by myriad social, cultural and political factors, and will 
always be a context-dependent phenomenon. This Policy Brief has 
outlined the key challenges associated with the measurement of WEE 
and has offered a number of proposals for its enhancement. However, 
the success of these proposals is contingent on the following:

1.	Acknowledgment and understanding of both the systemic 
barriers and contextual differences involved in WEE;

2.	Concerted efforts to address the data gaps;

3.	Application of a gender lens to all areas of economic 
empowerment, including policies and support initiatives 
designed to promote same; and

4.	Commitment from all stakeholders to play their part in 
enhancing WEE globally.

Finally, meeting the measurement challenge to assess not only the 
outcomes but the process of WEE as a means to WEE outcomes and a 
valued end in itself, should also be prioritized.
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Appendix 

The Sustainable Development Agenda  
and Gender Equality

The post-2015 development agenda, led by UN Member States with 
broad participation from a range of stakeholders, has targets agreed 
under Goal 5 on gender equality and women’s empowerment. Goal 5 
also has links to Goal 8 on sustained, inclusive economic growth, full 
and productive employment and decent work for all and Goal 10 on 
reducing inequalities between and within countries.

SDG 5 aims to achieve gender equality and empower all women and 
girls by 2030. It has nine associated targets, all with links to economic 
empowerment.

•	End all forms of discrimination against all women and girls 
everywhere

•	Eliminate all forms of violence against all women and girls in 
the public and private spheres, including trafficking and sexual 
and other types of exploitation.

•	Eliminate all harmful practices, such as child, early and forced 
marriage and female genital mutilation.

•	Recognize and value unpaid care and domestic work through 
the provision of public services, infrastructure and social 
protection policies and the promotion of shared responsibility 
within the household and the family as nationally appropriate.

•	Ensure women’s full and effective participation and equal 
opportunities for leadership at all levels of decision making in 
political, economic and public life.

•	Ensure universal access to sexual and reproductive health and 
reproductive rights.
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•	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.

•	Enhance the use of enabling technology, in particular 
information and communications technology, to promote the 
empowerment of women.

•	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.

•	Addressing gender disparities is recognized in SDG 8 for decent 
work and economic growth through “full and productive 
employment and decent work for all women and men, including 
for young people and persons with disabilities, and equal pay 
for work of equal value” (Target 8.5) and to “protect labour 
rights and promote safe and secure working environments for 
all workers, including migrant workers, in particular women 
migrants, and those in precarious employment” (Target 8.8). 
SDG targets 1.3 and 10.4 underline the importance of social 
protection, with fiscal and wage policies, in addressing 
inequalities.

•	Addressing gender disparities is also recognized in SDG 10 for 
reduced inequalities, by ensuring “equal opportunity and by 
reducing inequalities of outcome, including by eliminating 
discriminatory laws, policies and practices and promoting 
appropriate legislation, policies and action in this regard” 
(Target 10.3)—and in the revitalization of the Global Partnership 
for Sustainable Development in Goal 17.

Source: Box 1.1. Leave No One Behind: A Call to Action for Gender 
Equality and Women’s Economic Empowerment. UN Secretary-
General High Level Panel on Women’s Economic Empowerment 
Report, 2016.
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SDG Goal 5 Targets and Indicators

Targets Indicators

5.1
End all forms of discrimination against 
all women and girls everywhere
 

5.1.1
Whether or not legal frameworks are in 
place to promote, enforce and monitor 
equality and non-discrimination on the 
basis of sex

5.2
Eliminate all forms of violence against 
all women and girls in the public and 
private spheres, including trafficking and 
sexual and other types of exploitation
 

5.2.1
Proportion of ever-partnered women and 
girls aged 15 years and older subjected 
to physical, sexual or psychological 
violence by a current or former intimate 
partner in the previous 12 months, by 
form of violence and by age
5.2.2
Proportion of women and girls aged 
15 years and older subjected to sexual 
violence by persons other than an 
intimate partner in the previous 12 
months, by age and place of occurrence

5.3
Eliminate all harmful practices, such 
as child, early and forced marriage and 
female genital mutilation
 

5.3.1
Proportion of women aged 20-24 years 
who were married or in a union before 
age 15 and before age 18
5.3.2
Proportion of girls and women aged 15-
49 years who have undergone female 
genital mutilation/cutting, by age

5.4
Recognize and value unpaid care and 
domestic work through the provision of 
public services, infrastructure and social 
protection policies and the promotion 
of shared responsibility within the 
household and the family as nationally 
appropriate

5.4.1
Proportion of time spent on unpaid 
domestic and care work, by sex, age and 
location
 

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

5.5.1
Proportion of seats held by women 
in national  parl iaments and local 
governments
5.5.2
Proportion of women in managerial 
positions
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5.6
Ensure universal access to sexual and 
reproductive health and reproductive 
rights as agreed in accordance with 
t h e  P ro g r a m m e  o f  A c t i o n  o f  t h e 
International Conference on Population 
and Development and the Bei j ing 
Platform for Action and the outcome 
documents of their review conferences
 

5.6.1
Proportion of women aged 15-49 years 
who make their own informed decisions 
regarding sexual relations, contraceptive 
use and reproductive health care
5.6.2
Number of countries with laws and 
regulations that guarantee women 
aged 15-49 years access to sexual and 
reproductive health care, information 
and education

5.a
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
 

5.a.1
(a) Proportion of total agricultural 
population with ownership or secure 
rights over agricultural land, by sex; and 
(b) share of women among owners or 
rights-bearers of agricultural land, by 
type of tenure
5.a.2
Proportion of countries where the legal 
framework (including customary law) 
guarantees women’s equal rights to land 
ownership and/or control

5.b
Enhance the use of enabling technology, 
i n  p a r t i c u l a r  i n f o r m a t i o n  a n d 
communications technology, to promote 
the empowerment of women

5.b.1
Proportion of individuals who own a 
mobile telephone, by sex
 

5.c
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

5.c.1
Proportion of countries with systems 
to track and make public allocations 
for  gender equality and women’s 
empowerment 

Source: https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/sdg5
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