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Africa’s robust economic growth has benefited from sound economic and political governance, social investments
and increased attention to human rights and people’s freedoms. African governments have widely acknowledged
the importance of gender equality and women’s rights for economic and social development as evidenced in the
African Charter of Human and Peoples Rights (1981) that is ratified by 53 countries and re-affirmed by the Maputo
Protocol on the Rights of Women in Africa (2003). Recently, these commitments have taken the form of the global
2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, Africa’s Agenda 2063 as well as national legislative reforms including
new constitutions; constitutional amendments; changes to legislation; new laws; and institutional mechanisms for
gender equality and women’s empowerment (UNDP, 2016: 6, 98). Advancements in gender equality have also been
spurred through fiscal policy, including public expenditures and subsidies; legal and regulatory measures; and 
set-aside programs (ibid: 6). 

However, despite significant achievements in social, economic and political spheres, gender inequality persists in
Africa. On average, women in sub-Saharan Africa achieve only 87% of the human development outcomes attained
by men as demonstrated by the Gender Development Index (GDI) (ibid, 2016: 27, 169). In addition, the economic
costs of gender disparities in Africa are substantial, preventing Africa from reaching its full economic potential.
For instance, gender gaps in women’s labor force participation alone cost sub-Saharan Africa US$ 95 billion each
year between 2010 and 2014 – approximately 6% of GDP (UNDP, 2016: 73). In this regard, the Africa Regional Human
Development Report 2016 (AfHDR 2016) on “Accelerating Gender Equality and Women’s Empowerment in Africa”
provided a substantive political economy analysis of gender inequality in Africa, and identifies clear steps for 
redressing these inequalities.    

This report responds to a specific recommendation of the
AfHDR 2016 and its Agenda for Action related to “using gender
equality as the organizing lens for development planning at
macro, sector, national and sub-regional levels in order to
promote the adoption of legal reforms, policies and programs
that advance gender equality”. This study translates the
findings from the qualitative political economy analysis in
the AfHDR 2016, Background Papers and the Interactive
Field Study into quantitative indicators and estimates to 
inform economic policy and decision making. The study
identifies gender gaps in labor and control over productive resources and quantifies the economic costs of these
gender gaps. The benefits of closing gender gaps in labor and assets are then linked to the achievement of related
goals and indicators of Agenda 2030 in terms of gender equality, labor and productivity. The report showcases 
concrete examples from country case studies to highlight good practices in gender equality that enhance economic
growth and human well-being. 

Three key take-aways emerge from this work. First the underlying causes and structural barriers to closing gender
gaps in labor and access to productive assets are identified as legal discrimination, gender norms or stereotypes
and women’s disproportionate care burden. Second, the study costs the impact of gender gaps in labor and 
productive assets on economic growth and productivity. Finally, the benefits of closing gender gaps in labor 
productivity and participation are related to relevant SDGs to inform economic policy decision making. 
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Introduction

“Macro-economic policies that fail 
to fully incorporate women’s potential 
as a substantive component of any 
growth-oriented strategy risks 
diminishing potential economic 
growth outcomes.” (UNDP, 2016: 73).



1.1.  Methodology
The study identifies structural barriers  related to gender equality in employment and access to productive assets
in Africa, quantifies the economic benefit of enhancing gender equality and links this to relevant SDGs.  This analysis
is guided by three over-arching hypotheses. First, women’s economic activity is restricted and limited by structural
barriers such as legal inequality, gender norms and socio-cultural institutions. Second, low productivity of women’s
labor, and limited access to productive assets including financing has a negative impact on macroeconomic growth.
Finally, that closing gender gaps in women’s economic activity would have a strong positive influence on macro-
economic growth and Africa’s achievement of the SDGs.

The report begins with stylized facts on the relationship between gender inequality, economic growth and diver-
sification in Africa. This is followed in section two by identification of key structural barriers that contribute to gender
inequality in labor and access to productive assets as expressed from field studies carried out by UNDP in Gabon,
Sierra Leone, Mali, Niger, Rwanda and Zimbabwe. Section three of the report then quantifies the gender gaps 
related to labor and productive assets and the impact of gender inequality in these dimensions on economic growth
in selected countries. Throughout the report, examples of good practice in enhancing gender equality in policy
and practice in each dimension are highlighted. The report concludes in section four with key recommendations for
policy-makers in the context of the SDGs.  Using the methodology outlined as follows, this report finds considerable
economic impacts from gender gaps in women’s’ labor force participation and control over productive assets. It
provides evidence of the contribution of various dimensions of gender equality towards the achievement of 
sustainable development goals related to economic growth (Goal 8) – through women’s employment; increased
agricultural productivity (Goal 2) – through more equal access to productive assets; and gender equality (Goal 5)
– through redistribution of unpaid care work.
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Box 1: Methodology
The report adds to extensive background research carried out by UNDP Africa in nine research papers and a qualitative
interactive study on how vested interests block women’s progress in work, leadership and freedom from violence that
covered Gabon, Niger, Mali, Rwanda, Sierra Leone and Zimbabwe. Quantitative analysis is based on models that explore
the relationship between gender inequality in labor participation, labor productivity and access to productive assets to
quantify the economic impacts of various dimensions of gender inequality.  These models include: a) Costing gender gaps
in labor productivity (Annex A); b) Costing opportunity cost of unpaid care work  (Annex B); c) Costing gender gap in 
agricultural productivity – unequal access to inputs, technology, finance (Annex C) and d) Costing gender gap in wages
and labor force participation (Annex D).

Estimates of the economic impact of gender gaps in labor and productive asset and the economic benefits of closing these
gaps were generated using data from World Bank Global Findex Database;  ILOSTAT database;  UNDP Gender Inequality
Index; OECD Gender, Institutions and Development Database (SIGI); World Bank Gender Statistics database; UN “The
World’s Women” statistics; World Bank’s enterprise surveys; and FAO’s Gender Land Rights database.

The analysis also highlighted a substantive lack sex-disaggregated data on labor productivity which limits the scope of
some of these findings. In particular, data for hourly pay for worker (6 countries), data on productivity per worker (6 countries),
and ownership of agricultural land (24 countries).  In order to address these shortcomings in the data, proxies are used
where possible. Weighted averages have also been calculated in order to make the findings more applicable across
African countries. 

Further research is required outside the scope of this report related to the influence of governance structures and 
institutions including crisis or post-conflict scenarios on gender equality in Africa. In addition, the substantive lack of sex-
disaggregated production data for many African economies limits both the scope of the analysis and the key findings. 



1.2.  Stylized facts on linkages between gender gaps in labor, 
       productive assets and growth

Empirical studies indicate that there could be significant macroeconomic gains from more equal participation in
the labor market and educational attainment. Cuberes and Teigner (2014) estimate that for 28 African countries 
included in their sample, the gap in women’s participation in the labor market of 15.9 percentage points costs an
average loss of up to 8.5% in income per capita.  Klasan and Lamanna (2009) point out that in order to realize 
potential macroeconomic gains, there must be a dual emphasis on closing gender gaps in labor and education.
Using an extended time period (1960-2000), they claim the combined “costs” of education and employment gaps in
the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) and South Asia amount to 0.9–1.7 and 0.1–1.6 percentage point differences
in growth respectively compared to East Asia. Their research mirrors findings in the AfHDR 2016 that indicates that
growth in MENA, South Asia and Sub-Saharan Africa is slower due to slow growth in female employment.  

Similarly, Thévenon et al. (2012) indicate a positive and potentially significant impact of the increase in women’s
educational attainment relative to men on output per capita growth—as measured by GDP per capita—using 
cross-country/time series data covering 30 OECD countries from 1960 to 2008. Citing the example of 21 EU countries,
where GDP per capita is projected to grow by an annual average of 1.9%, gains can be expected from an increase
in female labor force participation and, therefore, from a convergence between male and female rates. In fact, the
projected gain from a 50% decrease in gender gap is a 0.3 percentage point increase in the average annual growth
rate in GDP per capita, and 0.6 percentage points if female labor force participation converges fully towards male
rates (similar to the gains expected on average among the OECD countries). 

There is a reciprocal relationship between promoting women’s participation in the workforce and advancing 
economic development. Recent publications by Kochlar et al. (2016) go even further to indicate that women’s 
participation in the labor market represents an important driver of growth. Similarly, Elborgh-Woytek et al (2013)
reviewed evidence and supported findings from Loko and Diouf, 2009; Dollar and Gatti, 1999 Cuberes and Teignier,
2012 and Aguirre and others (2012) in terms of GDP per capita losses and expected gains attributable to gender
gaps in the labor market. Aguirre et al (2012) estimate that raising the female labor force participation rate to the
level for males would boost GDP by 34 per cent in Egypt and 12 per cent in the United Arab Emirates, for instance.  

There is ample evidence that when women are able to fulfill their full labor market potential, broad and significant
macroeconomic gains can follow – yet the reverse may not be true. Kabeer and Natali (2013) argue that the 
relationship between gender equality and economic growth is an asymmetrical one. The evidence that gender
equality, particularly in education and employment, contributes to economic growth is far more consistent and 
robust than the relationship that economic growth contributes to gender equality in terms of health, wellbeing and
rights. From a growth perspective, therefore, the promotion of certain dimensions of gender equality may appear
to offer a win-win solution but from a gender equity perspective, there is no guarantee that growth on its own will
address critical dimensions of gender equality. Kabeer and Natali (2013) note that growth strategies and policies
need to be reformulated to be more inclusive in their impacts and redistributive measures need to be put in place
to ensure that men and women benefit more equally from growth. 

Scholars have also analyzed the nature of the relationship between gender equality and economic diversification.
Recent publications indicate how economies that have advanced women’s inclusion are in fact more diversified
and outperform those that have not (Lemmon and Vogelstein, 2017).  Kazandjian et al (2016) demonstrate that 
inequality of opportunities and lower female labor force participation are associated with lower economic 
diversification, which is characterized by a number of different revenue streams and types of exports. They indicate
that gender inequality decreases the variety of goods countries produce and export, particularly in low-income
and developing countries. This happens through at least two channels: to start with, gender gaps in opportunity,
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such as lower educational enrollment rates for girls than for boys, harm diversification by constraining the potential
pool of human capital available in an economy. Secondly, gender gaps in the labor market impede the development
of new ideas by decreasing the efficiency of the labor force. 

Some scholars caution however, that even though gender equality has a positive bearing on economic diversification,
under certain social, economic and political settings, economic diversification can have an adverse impact on
some spheres of gender equality. For instance, findings from an ethnographic study in northern Tanzania from
2006–2009 by Manzanera-Ruiz et al (2016) indicate that the shift to a market economy influenced the nature of 
production relations, deepening inequalities in gender relations and the position of women. Here, discrimination
against women in cash crop production has been a result of the dominance of patriarchal ideologies that have 
influenced their status in production over a prolonged period.  Women have seen their workload increase as 
increasingly commercial agricultural production uses more male manual labor which has reduced men’s share of
household tasks. In addition, recent market liberalization has reduced men’s capacity to generate income and
forced women to compensate by working more outside the home individually and collectively through women 
economic groups that own and manage assets. This leads to changing distribution of work between women and
men and potential conflicts.

Notwithstanding the consensus among experts that gender equality can contribute to improved economic 
outcomes, current research does not go far enough to account for the multidimensional nature of gender inequality
(i.e. in educational, employment, political, and religious spheres) and analyzes the relative impact of such dimensions
on economic growth. For Mitra, Bang, and Biswas (2015), studying gender equality in education or employment
without controlling for other facets of equality can lead to biased estimates and erroneous conclusions. Mitra,
Bang, and Biswas (2015) use exploratory factor analysis to identify two key dimensions of gender equality: equality
of economic opportunities and equality in economic and political outcomes. Based on regression analysis 
conducted on 101 countries (taken over non-overlapping five-year periods from 1990 to 2000) they indicate that a
standard deviation improvement in equality in economic opportunity increases growth by 1.3 percentage points
and a corresponding improvement in participatory equality improves growth by an average of about 1.2 percentage
points. However, this impact is contingent on a country's stage of development: while developing economies 
experience significant improvements in growth from greater equality in opportunity, developed societies see 
significant improvements resulting from greater equality in outcomes.

Along those lines, Moorhouse (2017) contends that the real challenge in gender gap analysis is to develop a better
understanding of how various aspects of gender equality contribute to economic performance and explores how
education, economic and religious practices affect economic growth through their influence on gender equality.
Based on a sample of 64 countries from 2000-2011 and an endogenous growth model shows that countries that
protect the economic rights of women experience higher real GDP per capita growth rates. Furthermore, after 
controlling for a country’s religious affiliation, the importance of religion to the lives of people living in a country
had a negative influence on economic growth; meaning, intensely held religious beliefs are strongly correlated
with gender inequitable views. Moorhouse (2017) claims these attitudes might serve as an important channel
through which gender biases are institutionalized in economic practices and act to slow economic growth. More-
over, belief systems that act to limit the contributions of girls and women have the potential to reduce living 
standards and economic opportunities for all.
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Unequal ownership and control over productive assets remain a pressing issue in the gender empowerment 
discourse and even more so in the context of Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) related to ending poverty in
all its forms everywhere (Goal 1), sustained, inclusive and sustainable economic growth (Goal 8), achieving gender
equality (Goal 5) and reducing inequality (Goal 10).  Ayanwale et al (2017) claim that asset accumulation is a 
precondition for economic empowerment, and sustainable accumulation of assets is key to upward mobility beyond
survival, and towards economic empowerment. In this logic, economic empowerment involves movements and
transitions out of poverty, with asset building thresholds in terms of physical, human, social, financial and ecological
capital. Hence, economic empowerment can only happen when women are able to accumulate and sustain assets
in relation to income, consumption and production. Research links lack of ownership and control rights to productive
assets to negative development outcomes, especially in relation to gender equality and women's empowerment.
Accordingly, Kelkar (2011) goes on to show a positive correlation between women's ownership of specific assets
and access to productivity increasing technologies.

Building on this theoretical work, this report examines the negative effect of gaps in female labor productivity, 
gender inequality in the labor market and in ownership over productive assets and finds considerable economic
impacts from closing gender gaps in women’s labor force participation and control over productive assets. These
are comparable to figures obtained from studies in Africa (Teigner, 2014) and other developed and developing 
regions  by Aguirre et al (2012), Klasan and Lammana (2009) and Thévenon et al. (2012).  This report however adds
to the literature by quantifying specific structural barriers to gender equality and analyzing the differentiated 
economic impacts of closing gender gaps in labor force participation and control over productive assets on 
economic growth, labor and agricultural productivity according to various stages of human development.
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This section explores the underlying and root causes of existing gender gaps in two specific dimensions that have
a significant impact on Africa’s economic and social transformation and the achievement of the SDGs – paid or
unpaid work and access to productive assets.  

2.1 Voices from the field identify structural barriers to gender equality
Despite progress, gender inequality in employment and access to productive assets remains pervasive across
Africa driven by key structural barriers. The first of these structural barriers is legal discrimination as a result of
legislation gaps, implementation gaps, and customary law. The interactive study conducted in Sierra Leone, for
example, found that: “institutional and normative structures such as family systems, infrastructure, gender ideologies,
socio-cultural ideologies, etc. affect women’s empowerment and gender equality in varied ways” (IGR, 2016: 13).
Cultural values are also reflected within laws, as evinced by the discriminatory clauses (section 27, clauses 4d
and e) enshrined within the constitution that allows for discrimination based on tradition.  

The second key structural barrier to gender equality in the workplace is inequitable gender norms and gender
stereotyping. In recent attitude surveys in Malawi and Kenya, 48% of women and 43% of men in Malawi agreed
that, in general, it is better for a family if a woman has the main responsibility for taking care of the home and 
children rather than a man. In Kenya, 46% of the women agreed compared to 43% men (Afrobarometer, 2017). In
each country there were more rural residents and those with less education who agreed with the statement. This
is corroborated by the AfHDR 2016 interactive study in Niger where some religious leaders assert that religious
texts stipulate that women should stay at home and not work. This is also the case in Zimbabwe, where the main
concern expressed among focus group respondents was about “churches recommending that men take many
wives, including girls, who were then not able to attend school and work” (UNDP, 2015b: 18).

The third key structural barrier to gender equality
is women’s disproportionate care burden that
prevents their full and equal participation in social
and economic life. This is most starkly evident in
patterns of time use (Blackden and Wodon, 2006: 1),
as shown in Figure 1. In Mali, where rural women
“spend an estimated 17 times the amount of time
that men spend on work that is not counted in
System of National Account (SNA) measurements”,
this “reduces their income, access to credit, and
freedom to participate in community-based 
initiatives, agricultural trainings and capacity
buildings” (UNECA 2012: 31). In Malawi, 97% of
rural women are involved in subsistence agriculture
– coupled with their care responsibilities, which
leads to a “16-hour work day for the average
Malawian woman” (World Bank, 2003). As a 
result, they are “twice as likely to be time poor as
men, restricting their ability to diversify and enter
into paid activities or access the benefits of 
development initiatives” (Blackden and Wodon
2006: 114). 

2. Root causes of gender inequality 
    in labor and asset ownership
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Women and girls in SSA
spend 40 billion hours a
year collecting water

X 2 domestic work
X 4 childcare
X 5 unpaid work

75%

25%

Unpaid
household

work

Figure 1: Time use patterns

Source: UNDP, 2016; Budlender, 2008.



On average, women spend twice as much time as men on labor-intensive domestic work – child and elderly care,
cooking, cleaning, and fetching water and wood (UNDP, 2016: 4). In certain countries, such as Tanzania, women
spend over five times more than men on domestic work (Budlender, 2008), while in Ghana, Tanzania and Zambia,
they spend three times the time on transport activities (Blackden and Wodon 2006: 8). This is due to the higher burden
of household tasks and the gender norms which mean that “women lack access to rudimentary transportation,
like bicycles, let alone motorized transport” (Bibler and Zuckerman, 2013). Studying four sub-Saharan African 
countries, Kes and Swaminathan (2006: 18-19) found that women worked an average of 467 minutes a day, compared
to 371 minutes for men.  

2.2 Gender gaps in labor driven by education, skills, social norms and discrimination 
Africa’s gender gaps in labor force participation have narrowed over time but remain significant and intersect with
age and informality. The gender gap in labor force participation for women and men has fallen to 26 percentage
points in 2018, while the gap between young women and men’s labor force participation is only 9 percentage points
as illustrated in Figure 2 (ILO, 2018).  African labor markets are “heavily gender-segregated” with women largely
concentrated in low-paying occupations – whether in the formal or informal sector. Although women’s labor force
participation in Africa is among the highest in the world – at an average of 65% in Sub-Saharan Africa 
and 22% in Northern Africa, compared with 56% in North America, and 51% in Europe and 46% in Asia and the 
Pacific – most women in Africa are engaged in informal self-employment (ILO, 2018), i.e. low-paid, low-productivity
work.   
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Figure 2: Gender gap in labor force participation rates, 1991-2015 (% points)

Source: ILO, 2018



There are four key features of gender inequality in the African labor market:

1. Concentration of women workers in the informal sector. The gender gap in vulnerable employment has widened
– in 1991, 79.8% of women and 62.9% of men were in vulnerable employment; in 2017, these figures stood at 
75.9% and 58.4% (ILO, 2018). Survey data for 2010-2016 suggests that the average share of non-agricultural 
employment outside the formal sector in 12 countries1 in sub-Saharan Africa is about 67 per cent of all employ-
ment (ILO, 2018). Of which female employment outside the formal non-agricultural sector is 76% compared to 
59% for men.  

2. Horizontal and vertical segregation. Women across Africa are “concentrated in lower paying occupations, with 
worse prospects for advancement and with poorer working conditions” (Kabeer, 2012). They are under-
represented in scientific or technological fields, like engineering and information and communications 
technology. Instead, women tend to be clustered in low paid occupations like manual labor (UNDP, 2016: 62) 
and in “export-oriented industries” like textiles, food processing. In the services sector, they are concentrated 
in nursing, teaching, clerical work and secretarial jobs (Wekwete, 2014: i104). See Figure 3

3. Substantive wage disparities between women
and men. The unadjusted gender pay gap is es-
timated at 30% (UNDP, 2016: 4). On average, the
African Development Bank (2015: 18) finds that
the “male-to-female earnings ratio is 2.8 among
individuals with no education, but is close to par-
ity among individuals with tertiary education.”

4. Low female ownership of businesses. Only
eight of 40 sub-Saharan countries have “a 
gender balance in SME ownership or a situation
favorable to women” (World Bank, 2016). In the
rest, women are a minority in terms of SME 
ownership, and in many countries less than 20%
of SMEs have any level of female ownership
(UNDP, 2016: 70). Women entrepreneurs are 
concentrated in the informal sector, and “tend
to be entrepreneurs of necessity, rather than 
opportunity, driven into small business by the
lack of alternatives” (AFDB, 2015: 10). 

The underlying and root causes of these disparities in the labor market that disadvantage women – particularly their
concentration in the informal sector, wage disparities and low ownership of businesses – are clustered around gaps
in education and skills, overt and implicit legal and normative discrimination; pervasive gender stereotypes and
inequitable gender norms; and the associated unequal burden of care borne by women. With regard to the education
and skills gap, the Focus Group in Niger interviewed as part of UNDP’s Interactive Vested Interests Study noted that
girls are often “driven to choose subjects [in education] which provide narrower options for later employment than
boys”, and discouraged from pursuing potentially more lucrative paths such as business, thus contributing to horizontal
segregation in the workplace (UNDP, 2015b: 2). Simply put, the critical gap in skills between men and women means
that when women do enter the labor market, they are often confined to low paying jobs or informal employment.
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1    Angola, Benin, Ghana, Gambia, Liberia, Madagascar, Mali, Namibia, Niger, Tanzania, Uganda, South Africa

Vertical segregation
Women are concentrated
in lower level, lower
paying roles in the same
occupations/field

Horizontal segregation
Women are concentrated in lower paying
occupations/fields with worse working
conditions and fewer chances for 
advancement 

Figure 3: Horizontal and vertical segregation in labor market

Source: Author’s own elaboration based on UNDP, 2015b



In terms of legal discrimination, only two countries – Angola and Côte d'Ivoire – have passed laws allowing 
employees with young children to have flexible or part-time work hours (UNDP, 2016: 125) while Senegal is imple-
menting a progressive maternity leave policy. (See Box 2). A mere 15 African countries have laws against gender
discrimination in hiring (AFDB, 2015) and only 15 have explicit legislation on equal remuneration for work of equal
value (UNDP, 2016: 125). In some countries women face legal discrimination concerning their employment. For 
instance, women are restricted from working at night in Madagascar, prohibited from working in mining in
Cameroon, or in factories in Benin (OECD, 2016; World Bank, 2016). 

In relation to gender norms and stereotypes, attitudes to
women’s work – and the positions they occupy – these vary
greatly depending on economic status and other factors. For
example, in Rwanda, one woman in a focus group of business
owners suggested that “if as a business woman you earn
more than your husband, he will be happy to have the money!
I just bring home presents from Dubai”. In contrast, in a
focus group in Zimbabwe respondents were all concerned
about the attitudes of their partners to their work responsi-
bilities. “What will my husband say if I'm coming home late?”
(UNDP, 2015b: 19). This demonstrates the importance of 
exploring gender inequality in an intersectional manner, and
not assuming universal experiences for all African women.

In Niger, Focus Group participants for the Vested Interests Study noted that “parents often overruled girls' choices
for apprenticeships” or insisted on “traditionally” female occupations like tailoring (UNDP, 2015b: 5).Similarly, 
nationwide trends can follow suit, such as Nigeria’s self-perception of being a country “producing good wives and
mothers to build the nation” (Odejide, 2014). In Niger, men whose wives hold positions of responsibility are called
“Mijin haija” (the husband of Madame) and his community will think he has upset the gender balance (UNDP,
2015b). In Zimbabwe, even though women with resources are able to hire outside help, or rely on extended families
for care, this is only useful to a certain extent. Husbands often want to be taken care of specifically by their wives.
“He will say ‘I don't want to eat food the maid cooks’” (ibid). This underscores that the issue is not only about 
needing work to be done, it is rather about women's specific obligations to demonstrate that they are fulfilling their
family's expectations.
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The causes of this disproportionate burden 
of care work are rooted in social norms 
and gender roles. As opposed to men, who 
are “generally able to focus on a single 
productive role, and play their multiple roles
sequentially, women […] play these roles 
simultaneously and must balance simultaneous
competing claims on limited time for each 
of them” (Blackden and Wodon, 2006: 1).

Box 2: Maternity Leave and Child Care Support in Senegal
Senegal is one of only 18 countries across Africa where “governments provide child support services for children below
primary school-going age” (UNDP, 2016: 66; World Bank, 2016a). Under the Senegalese Labor Code, women are entitled to
a mandatory minimum of 14 weeks (98 days) paid maternity leave at 100% of wages. The rate of 100% is “applied to the
daily wage received on the last pay day, including allowances directly related to the nature of the work” (ILO, 2014: 16-17).
The government is responsible for paying maternity leave benefits.  The country is also one of only 29 globally which have
introduced an absolute prohibition against the dismissal of a worker during maternity leave, for any reason. The ILO (1998)
notes that, "if the protection against dismissal is to be effective, it must also cover the period following the employee's
return to work." Worldwide, the period of protection varies from just covering the nursing period to a global high of 15
months in Senegal and Mali (ibid). It is one of 35 countries globally which have accepted the ILO Social Security (Minimum
Standards) Convention, 1952 (No. 102), which includes maternity health care and cash benefits under Part VIII of the 
Convention (ILO, 2014: 2, 5). It is also one of only nine countries – of a total of 51 countries surveyed by the ILO in Africa –
which met the parameters of ILO’s Maternity Protection Convention (No. 183) (ibid: 31).



Finally, a key root cause of pervasive gender gaps in labor is the unequal care burden that falls on women rooted
in social norms and gender roles as illustrated in Box 3. In Africa, as in other regions, social contexts, norms, values,
and attitudes give rise to historical gender roles. These dictate the kinds of work – paid and unpaid – typically 
assigned to women and men, which lead to “markedly different opportunities and outcomes for human development”
(UNDP, 2016: 65). Social reproduction – “the process that makes it possible for individuals, families, and society
itself to continue” – depends in large part on the “care economy”. That is, the “unpaid care work performed mainly
by women [and girls] for sustaining families, households and societies on a daily and generational basis” 
(Randriamaro, 2013). 

2.3   Gender gaps in ownership and control of assets from legal 
       and customary discrimination

Women play a central role in the agricultural economy, producing most of Africa’s food and comprising two-thirds
of the agricultural labor force (World Bank, 2014: 11). While rates vary across sub-regions and countries, over 60%
of all women workers in Africa are engaged in agriculture, and “concentrated in time- and labor- intensive activities,
which are unpaid or poorly remunerated” (ILO, 2016a), occupying “strenuous and sometimes dangerous jobs and
limited access to health care and sick leave” (UNDP, 2016: 41). 
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Box 3: Examples of women’s unequal care burden
Care work includes the direct care of persons – children, the elderly, and other members of a household – as well as other
tasks required for caregiving (Blackden and Wodon, 2006: 5), such as “subsistence food production, transportation, fuel
and water collection” (Bibler and Zuckerman, 2013: 3), as well as cooking and cleaning (UNDP 2016: 4). Although such
work may be paid, the “vast majority of care work is carried out by unpaid wives, mothers, sisters, and daughters” (Bibler
and Zuckerman, 2013: 4). While it is vital for human development, care work often remains invisible, ignored or under -
represented in national accounts (ibid, 2013) and unaccounted for in GDP (Elborgh-Woytek et al., 2013: 8). Bundlender
(2008) estimates that the monetary value of unpaid care work could make up 10-39% of a country’s GDP.  Time poverty is
endemic among women in sub-Saharan Africa, particularly affecting rural or impoverished women (AFDB, 2015). Many
African women “face a double workday – at least 50% longer than men’s—making them chronically time-poor” (ibid: 14). 

“Despite women settling down into families their schedules are still maintained as those of single women, with no contingency
for emergencies that they face while addressing sick children and reduction of work-loads to allow for family time.” –
Respondent, AFHDR 2016 Survey.  Care responsibilities have a particular bearing on women’s ability and desire to take on
paid work. As they must allocate so much of their time to care work, this ultimately constrains their ability to participate
in the labor market, or pursue more lucrative formal job opportunities (Elborgh-Woytek et al., 2013: 8). 

Domestic chores like collecting fuel or water are “labor-intensive” and “an obstacle to pursuing other activities such as
education, paid work and leisure” (UNDP, 2016:  65). This is compounded by the lack of infrastructure – which places 
additional burdens on women. For example, Rwanda’s National Gender Policy points out that “poor conditions of feeder
roads and long distances from water restrict women’s economic growth” (Bibler and Zuckerman, 2013: 18; Republic of
Rwanda Ministry of Gender and Family Promotion, 2010).

Web survey data conducted for UNDP’s Vested Interests Report points to “the inability to combine work and family life”
as one of the two main barriers to women’s “effective contribution to the work of the organizations”. This inability, in turn,
is attributed to a lack of flexible working conditions, a lack of supportive policies and the limited enforcement of existing
policies (UNDP, 2015b: 19).



Across the region, gender equality is “hampered by bottlenecks related to land ownership, lack of access to agri-
cultural inputs and extension services and lack of credit facilities in the businesses they run” (Wekwete, 2014: i88).
Locking women “out of land ownership, access to credit and productive farm inputs, support from extension 
services and access to markets” is highly problematic as these factors are “essential to their productivity” (World
Bank, 2014: 4). The African Development Bank (2015: 11) directly correlates the fact that women farmers have “less
access to essential inputs – land, credit, fertilizers, new technologies and extension services” to the fact that “their
yields tend to be significantly lower than men’s.” In Ethiopia women farmers produce, on average, 26% less than
male farmers, in Ghana they produce 17% less (ibid: 11), 13% less in Uganda and 25% less in Malawi (World Bank,
2014: 9). Taking a more “refined” measure of these gaps – i.e. “accounting for differences in plot size and geographic
factors” – reveals even greater disparities. Between women and men with plots of similar sizes in similar contexts,
“the gender gaps range from 23% in Tanzania to a strikingly large 66% in Niger” (ibid).

The bottlenecks which women experience in terms of asset and land ownership – including limited access to
inputs, extension services, credit, and markets – and their associated low productivity are grounded in two key
structural barriers. These include legal discrimination with respect to land rights and conflicts between statutory
provisions and customary laws – both of which ultimately disadvantage women. The Women’s Empowerment in
Agriculture Index baseline report finds that access to and decisions on credit had a significant influence on women’s
disempowerment. In this study, women in Ghana, Kenya, Liberia, Malawi, Rwanda, Uganda and Zambia who are
empowered in agriculture also reported significantly greater decision-making and autonomy. Key aspects blocking
women’s empowerment included low levels of group membership and heavy workloads as indicated by women
who work more than 10.5 hours a day. Low group membership limits access to social capital and may indicate
social or cultural norms that discourage participation in activities outside the home.  Limited control over resources
was cited as making the third greatest contribution to women’s disempowerment (IFPRI, 2012: 7). 

Yet despite women’s contribution, agricultural land holdings
in Africa are owned overwhelmingly by men as illustrated in
Figure 4. On average just 19% of agricultural land is managed
by women and they are four times less likely than men to
control the land they work on, demonstrating a striking
power imbalance between men and women in the agricul-
tural sector (FAO, 2017).  Women predominate in casual 
agricultural labor, identified as among the “least desirable”
kind of work available, laden with stigma as it is viewed “as
a last resort and distress-driven job” (Oya, 2010: 27). Even when women do own land, FAO (2010) found their parcels
are generally of smaller size and lower quality than men’s. On average, although women’s levels of land ownership
are markedly low, they represent the bulk of the agricultural workforce – in Kenya 96% of women in rural areas
work in agriculture, in Malawi women comprise 70% of the agricultural workforce. Even in Ghana, which is “perhaps
the least unequal”, the value of men’s landholdings in monetary terms is three times greater than that of women
(Deere and Doss, 2006). Yet Rwanda provides an example of changing land reform regimes that favor women 
(see Box 4).
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“The vast majority of women in the 
agricultural sector operate small plots of
land, are under-equipped and have limited 
access to agricultural credit”- Mali 
Interactive Study Report (UNDP, 2015b).
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Figure 4: Distribution of land ownership in Africa, 2000-2012 (%)
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Structural barriers to women’s control over productive assets are largely concentrated in legal discrimination. For
example, legislation requiring equal inheritance between sons and daughters only exists in 26 countries (UNDP,
2016: 6). In five countries – Cameroon, the Republic of the Congo, Congo, Sudan and Zambia – women “have no
legal rights to own, administer or manage non-land assets in their own name” (OECD, 2016: 58). In addition to gaps
in legislation, customary law is a challenge in many countries. While Liberia’s Constitution and Property Law grant
equal land ownership rights for women and men, “customary laws that favor male ownership tend to prevail, 
nullifying the statutory equality provisions” (ibid: 58).

In a number of customary legal systems as illustrated in the example from Sierra Leone (Box 5), “women’s rights
to inherit land are restricted, and they are vulnerable to dispossession on divorce or widowhood” (UNDP and the
Huairou Commission, 2014: 7). Unmarried women, or those who are not listed on title deeds, are especially likely to
be disadvantaged as a result (UNDP, 2016: 58).  As Ndulo (2011: 89) explains, customary law has “a great impact on
the lives of the majority of Africans in the area of personal law in regard to matters such as marriage, inheritance,
and traditional authority”. In practice its application can be discriminatory, as it “tends to see women as adjuncts
to the group to which they belong, such as a clan or tribe, rather than equals.”
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Box 4: Land Reforms in Rwanda
Gender equality is a core component of the land reforms introduced by Rwanda since 1999. These include the Organic Land
Law, the Succession Law on the matrimonial and inheritance regime, the Abunzi Law, the Strategic Road Map for 
Land Tenure Reform, and the National Land Policy (Polavarapu, 2014: 117). These frameworks encompass provisions that 
“affirmatively ensure gender equality” – i.e. laws which grant women equal rights to own and use land, own marital property
and inherit land, as well as programs to raise awareness of women’s land rights. The reforms also involve measures which
are geared towards development goals but simultaneously have an impact on gender equality – such as provisions to formalize
or clarify land tenure, land use, and dispute resolution (ibid: 118). 

As Polavarapu (2014: 118) argues, “under this new framework, Rwandan women have moved closer to equal and effective
exercise of land rights.” It is especially significant that, under the Land Tenure Regularization Process “for the first time in
Rwandan history, a wife has equal rights of their land and property as that of her husband.” (Kairaba and Daale Simons, 
2010: 14). The government is also working to strengthen the rights of women who are not officially married, who can be 
disadvantaged by current regulations (World Bank, 2014: 45). The World Bank (2014: 45) has hailed the initiative as “an inspiring
model for other countries grappling with issues of land insecurity and gender inequality”. The country’s efforts to “reform the
land tenure system as well as grant women rights to own and use land on an equal status with men” reflect the many “great
strides Rwanda has made in establishing gender equality not just in law, but also in practice” (Polavarapu, 2014: 107).

Box 5: Customary law vs legal rights in Sierra Leone
The current Constitution of Sierra Leone (1991, amended 2001) provides for equal rights for men and women in Article 27, the
principle of non-discrimination does not apply in all areas. While the preamble of the Constitution expresses the equal rights
of citizens, a clause under article 27, 4.d makes allowance for discrimination that is culturally rooted, and thus accepts 
inequality in relation to marriage and other areas, undermining the equality clause in the preamble. 

The “Chieftaincy Act of 2005”, which supports discrimination in a clause that allows for the restriction of women to contest
for chieftaincy where traditions and culture permit, such as in the north of the country (IGR, 2016). 

The Sierra Leone’s Devolution of Estates Act (2007) grants women and men equal rights to inheritance from their spouse, it
“excludes ’family property’, which applies to over 80% of land.” Such property “falls under customary law which accords
women a smaller share than men” (OECD, 2016: 40). 



3.1.  Costing gender gaps in labor participation and productivity
According to ILO estimates for 2017, 274.65 million men in Africa participate in the labor force, versus 204.57 million
women. In order for women’s participation rate to become equivalent to men’s in 2017, an additional 74.38 million
women would need to enter the labor force. The number of women excluded from the labor force is almost equal
to the population of the Democratic Republic of Congo (77 million) which is Africa’s fifth-largest nation by population.
If women who are currently excluded from the workforce were enabled to participate as productive members of
the economy at the same rate as men, this could hypothetically result in an overall increase in economic output of
$962 billion. This figure is based on an assumed average annual output per worker in Africa estimated at $12,933
and a further assumption that there would be additional jobs rather than shifting jobs from men to women laborers
(ILO, 2017).

3. Costing the impact gender gaps 
    in labor and assets
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Source: ILO (2017), UNICEF (2017)
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Figure 5: Relationship between women’s labor force participation, education, maternity leave and social norms.



Gaps in education attainment, maternity leave policies and social norms play a role in women’s participation in the
workforce. As illustrated in Figure 5, a cross country comparison of gaps in women and men’s lower secondary 
attainment shows that most African countries are below gender parity with a female to male ratio of less than one.
In a majority of the countries with low levels of secondary attainment for girls relative to boys there are also high
levels of female labor force participation. This may be an indication that girls who are not in school are joining the
workforce without the requisite skills to engage in skilled jobs which contributes to their concentration in the 
informal and low productivity jobs. In relation to maternity leave policies, the evidence is even less conclusive.
Most African countries have an average of 13 weeks of mandatory maternity leave. However, there is no clear link
between the duration of maternity leave and women’s labor force participation. This may be a result of the lower
concentration of women in formal jobs where maternity leave policies are applicable.  

Finally in relation to social norms such as early marriage, one would expect countries with a high prevalence of
early marriage to also have higher rates of female labor force participation as education opportunities are curtailed.
This is however, not a clear cut conclusion as there are some countries with low levels of customary law where
female labor force participation is also low. This is an indication of the complexity of legal, social and customary
factors that contribute to women’s labor force participation as discussed in the previous section. 

Beyond the gap in women’s labor force participation, their over representation in low value jobs leads to overall
losses in national productivity from lower output per worker for a significant portion of the working population. In
order to quantify the negative impact of gender inequality in the labor force on national productivity we build on a
model developed by Cuberes and Teigner (2012). The models shows the negative effects of gender inequality on
labor productivity and labor force participation. It should be noted that this model assumes that men and women
have exactly the same talent distribution, which may not be accurate for many countries due to education and skill
gaps between men and women.

In the application of this model to Africa, the absence of gender disaggregated data on overall labor productivity
for many countries is overcome using available gender disaggregated data on agricultural labor productivity.  The
rationale is that employment in agriculture represents a large proportion of employment in most African countries
and factors affecting women’s output in agriculture are broadly applicable to other economic sectors as well (such
as lower education levels, less access to credit, etc.). As such it is reasonable to assume that the overall productivity
gap between female and male workers could mirror the gender productivity gap in agriculture.  

The disaggregated model of average productivity per worker (labor productivity) uses data from six countries –
Ethiopia, Malawi, Niger, Tanzania, Uganda, and Nigeria – to determine the gender gaps in labor productivity and
labor force participation as well as the potential gains from closing these gaps. Data on overall labor productivity
(ILO, 2017) is disaggregated using gender gaps in agricultural sector labor productivity (O’Sullivan et al., 2014) as
a proxy for gender gaps in overall labor productivity.  For the purpose of this analysis, the assumption is that there
are constant returns to labor – rather than diminishing returns – and also fixed returns to other factors of production
such as capital.  We also assume that women and men’s labor can be perfectly substituted. 

Applying the methodology outlined in Appendix A to the six countries in the dataset, generates the following 
estimates.  If gaps in labor productivity are closed – with female and male workers producing the same output, 
average labor productivity could increase between 3% and 14%.  On the other hand if gender labor productivity
gaps were closed and we have the same level of participation in the workforce for both women and men, 
productivity could increase by an additional 1 – 4 percentage points per country – See Table 1. Due to the absence
of gender disaggregated data on output per worker for more countries it was not possible to expand the data set
to draw correlations between performance and structural barriers.
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3.2.  Costing economic costs of inequity in paid and unpaid work 
Adverse impacts on gender equality in the labor market arise from the disproportionate burden of care work on
women in Africa that affects both inclusion in the labor force and productivity. Time poverty, indicated by limited
time for rest and leisure after accounting for time spent on paid and unpaid work, threatens to render initiatives to
increase women’s participation in the labor force and in productive initiatives ineffective for most women. As the
African Development Bank (2015: 14) warns, “Unless this time poverty is addressed, other measures to boost
women’s economic empowerment are unlikely to succeed.”  On average, if women in Africa spent the same amount
of time on unpaid work as men, they would gain 1 hour 59 minutes each day. This ranges from 34 minutes in Uganda
to 3 hours 30 minutes in Algeria (United Nations, 2015). 

Building on the hypothesis that time saved by women from reducing care work can be used in market based care
work this analysis explores the impact on GDP of more equitable sharing of such work among men and women, as
well as productivity-enhancing inputs such as infrastructure and automation. As noted by the McKinsey Global In-
stitute (2015), substituting non-market work with market-based work—for instance, by a caregiver being 
employed and earning a wage instead of engaging in unpaid care work—would increase GDP. This is because the
current GDP measure does not assign a monetary value to the contribution of household production, but does give
a value to market-based production.  

This report examines potential wages that could be gained were women able to spend the same amount of time
as men in unpaid care work. This means taking a baseline of men’s unpaid care work, and reducing women’s unpaid
care work to that level and shifting the time ‘saved’ to paid labor. Due to the limited data available on hourly pay
for African workers, by gender, across countries, data on mean nominal earnings are used in our analysis. The 
opportunity cost of women’s unpaid work is calculated using data on mean nominal monthly earnings of female
employees from the ILO. The selected countries also have data on paid and unpaid work – Rwanda, Ethiopia, 
Algeria, Uganda, Ghana and South Africa.  
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Table 1: Gains from closing gaps in labor productivity and labor force participation.

Country Average output 
per worker 

Scenario 1: 
Current productivity 

and labor force 
participation gaps

Scenario 2: 
Only productivity 

gaps closed

Scenario 3: 
Both productivity and 

labor force participation
gaps are closed

Potential change 
in output 

per worker (%)

(GDP 
constant 2011 
international $ 

in PPP)

Output 
per 

female 
worker

Output 
per male
worker

% change 
if only 

productivity
gaps closed

% change 
if both 

labor and
productivity

gaps are
closed

Output 
per female worker

Output per 
both female and 
male workers

Ethiopia         $3,589      $3,094      11.9%      13.0%     $4,018               $4,018               $4,055

Malawi         $1,890      $1,620      14.3%       N/A     $2,161               $2,161               $2,166*

Niger         $2,917      $2,511        6.3%      10.5%     $3,101               $3,101               $3,223

Nigeria       $17,642    $14,951      11.5%      13.6%   $19,673             $19,673             $20,048

Tanzania         $6,273      $6,068        2.9%        3.1%     $6,455               $6,455               $6,467

Uganda         $4,088      $3,795        6.7%        7.0%     $4,363               $4,363               $4,372

Source: Author’s calculations based on data from O’Sullivan et al. (2014), ILO STAT (ILO, 2017)
Note: * female/male labor force participation ratio is already > 1



Using the model outlined in Annex B, individual country estimates show that women in these countries could earn
an extra US$ 40 to US$ 640 dollars a year if they spent the same time as men on unpaid care work and were able
to shift the time they spend on unpaid work to market based activities.  On average, the wage opportunity cost per
woman per day, is $1.10 and the annual wage opportunity cost per woman of US$ 286.97. If we consider the total
number of women in the labor force in 2017 (ILO, 2017) the wage opportunity cost to women in Africa of the extra
unpaid work they do, versus men, is US$ 59.3 billion, or 3% of overall African GDP.  See Table 2. However, further
research and data is required to ascertain the impact of different distributions of care work on Africa’s growth.

3.3.  Costing gender gaps in equal rights to productive assets
Access to productive assets in agriculture involves several dimensions: (a) ownership of land, livestock or other
agricultural resources; (b) management of agricultural resources; (c) the use of financial services and other inputs
for agriculture; (d) access to education, knowledge and skills related to agriculture; and (e) participation in 
agricultural labor activities. Women tend to be disadvantaged in regard to all these dimensions (FAO, 2011). 
However, more sex-disaggregated data is needed to adequately measure these gaps, particularly in terms of the
use of inputs, information technology, agricultural machinery, irrigation and financial services. Statistics are needed
on, for example, female users of agricultural credit, female-held agricultural holdings using irrigation, etc. For the
purposes of this report, holdership of agricultural land is used as a proxy for control and ownership of land and
agricultural assets. 

Research to date has identified the importance of legal rights for securing land holdership for women, yet the 
evidence is that the impact of customary law is equally strong.  While the expectation is that countries with the
lowest ratio of female to male land holdership are those with high legal restriction to women’s control of assets,
that is not always the case. As shown in Figure 6, in general, countries with high legal barriers to more equal access
to land do not necessarily have the lowest level of women’s land ownership as 70% of the countries with high legal
restrictions to land still have relatively higher female land ownership. However, in countries with some legal 
restrictions to land – a majority of African countries – there are slightly more countries with low female land 
ownership than those with high female land ownership. On the other hand, the relationship between restrictive 
customary laws and female land ownership is stronger. In this case prevalence of early marriage which has a 
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Table 2: Annual wage opportunity cost of extra unpaid care work

Monthly wage
(USD)

Hourly 
wage

Gender Gap in 
Unpaid Work

Cost of gender gap
Wage opportunity 

cost per day (month)

Annual wage 
opportunity cost 

per woman

Annual cost of 
unpaid care work 

per woman

Women in the 
labor force

Total cost of unpaid
care work

Africa 
GDP

% 
of gdp

Algeria               95.33                 0.55                 3:30               $1.93             503.50

ALL AFRICA             286.97 204,572,000 (2017 ) $ 59.3 million $ 2.41 trillion (2017)                 3%

Ethiopia               95.33                 0.55                 3:30               $1.93             503.50

Ghana               95.33                 0.55                 3:30               $1.93             503.50

Rwanda               95.33                 0.55                 3:30               $1.93             503.50

South Africa               95.33                 0.55                 3:30               $1.93             503.50

Uganda               95.33                 0.55                 3:30               $1.93             503.50

Average               95.33                 0.55                 3:30               $1.93             503.50

Source: ILO Stat (2017), United Nations (2015) and World Bank (2018)
a. Monthly wage available for Ethiopia ($44), South Africa ($200) and Uganda ($42) – the average used for the rest is 95.33; b. Hourly wage is total monthly wage
was divided by 173.4, based on 40 hours per work week; This finding is based on the nominal GDP of Africa in USD Constant 2010 prices, of $ 2.41 trillion (2017).



negative impact of women’s agency and control over resources is used as a proxy for the application of customary
law.  It is clear that countries with the higher prevalence of customary laws, there are lower levels of land ownership
by women.  Yet it is also interesting to note that those countries with restrictive customary laws that disadvantage
women also have some rights to land and countries with less restrictive customary laws have more stringent legal
restrictions to land rights.

Two preliminary conclusions can be drawn from this disparity between legal equality and low levels of equality in
land holdership. First, that there exists an implementation gap between existing legislation which provides land
rights and real access to land which results in low female ownership even in cases where restrictions are low.
Second, there are other structural barriers to women’s control of land including parallel systems of customary 
law as well as gender norms and stereotyping. Women’s ownership of productive assets is critical for national
productivity and economic growth because women’s weaker property rights and tenure security reduces their 
“incentives to invest in their land” (GENDERNET, 2012: 13). The World Bank (2014: 36) points to empirical evidence
from diverse settings – Ethiopia, Rwanda and Ghana – which establishes “strong links between security of land
tenure and the level of investment in that land, such as tree planting, soil conservation, leaving land fallow and the
use of hired labor.” Low productivity has particularly detrimental effects on the welfare of families, communities
and entire countries (ibid: 36). Therefore, reducing disparities in agriculture assets by facilitating women’s access
to land, inputs and technology is key to raising household, community and national well-being.
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Source: OECD (2017), FAO (2016), UNICEF (2016)
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3.4.  Costing the gaps in the productivity of women’s assets
Women’s unequal access to productive assets such as land is compounded by a gender gap in the productivity of
women’s land based enterprises such as agriculture. This productivity gap in agricultural land owned by women
is the result of lower access to other productive assets such as agricultural inputs, technology, education and 
financial services. Ultimately this productivity gap results in lower national agricultural output. As per the World
Bank (O’Sullivan et al., 2014), women farmers are consistently found to be less productive than male farmers. The
gender gap in agricultural productivity – measured by the value of agricultural produce per unit of cultivated land
– ranges from 4% to 25%, depending on the country and the crop.  

For the three African countries for which data was available on agricultural land holding by gender, we analyze
the gap between male and female productivity per hectare to infer the total additional yield and production that
would be obtained if women’s holdings were as productive as male controlled holdings using the methodology 
indicated in Annex C. Using data on the share of land controlled by women and the gap in productivity between
women and men’s agricultural land, this model estimates the additional yield that would be obtained if women’s
land was as productive as men’s land.  This is expressed as the yield gap between women and men’s land as well
as the percentage increase on total yield as summarized in table 3.    

Similar country level analysis of the cost of the gender gap in agricultural productivity in Malawi, Tanzania and Uganda
was carried out by UNWOMEN, UNDP and IFAD (UN Women et, 2015) by profiling female farmers and analyzing
what the size of this yield gap means relative to GDP and poverty reduction. The estimated monetary value of the
gender gap in agricultural productivity expressed as a yield gap amounts to US$ 100 million in Malawi, US$ 105
million in Tanzania and US$ 67 million in Uganda each year (ibid: 3). This study demonstrated that closing the gender
productivity gap would result in an annual crop output of 2.1% in Tanzania, 2.8% in Uganda and 7.3% in Malawi.
These potential economic gains from reducing the gender gap translate into significant poverty reduction and 
improved nutrition with the potential to lift 88,000 people in Tanzania out of poverty and reducing the incidence of
undernourishment by 0.7%.  

3.5.  Costing gender gaps in financial inclusion
On average, in 2017, there are more male bank account holders than women account holders, with women making
up 42% of all bank account holders compared to 58% for men in the sample. The prevailing literature ties this 
financial exclusion to legal inequality in access to financial services. However, data for 35 countries reveals that
there is no significant relationship between legal equality in access to financial services and the ratio of female to
male account holdership as a proxy for the level of financial inclusion – See Figure 7. For instance in countries where
the law guarantees the same rights to access formal financial services (e.g. credit, bank account and bank loans) to
both women and men there is a lower level of financial inclusion than countries with moderate legal barriers.  In the
latter, the law guarantees the same rights to access formal financial services to both women and men, but there
are some customary, traditional or religious practices that discriminate against women. There are also relatively
high levels of financial inclusion in countries where the law does not guarantee the same rights to access formal
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Table 3: Gender gaps between male and female agricultural productivity

MALAWI NIGERIAETHIOPIA

Share of land controlled by women               19.2%              32.10%              10%

Ratio of productivity of women’s land relative to men’s               77%               75%               76%

Yield gap (percentage points)               23              25              24

% Increase in yield if women and men productivity is equal                 4.42%                 8.03%                 2.4%

Source: Author’s calculation based on O’Sullivan et al., 2014 and FAO, 2017



There is a much stronger correlation between financial inclusion and ownership of land, education and discriminatory
social institutions such as early marriage. As the ratio of female to male holdership of agricultural land increases,
so too does the ratio of financial inclusion. This may indicate that land acts as a collateral for accessing financial
services such as credit. In addition, countries with higher secondary education rates correspond to countries that
have higher rates of financial inclusion for women. This may be reflection of the established linkage between 
education and likelihood of having a bank account.  On the other hand, the presence of discriminatory social 
institutions such as early marriage – which could be linked to lower educational attainment – seems to hamper
women’s financial inclusion as countries with a high prevalence of early marriage have lower levels of bank account
ownership in general.  (See Figure 8)

financial services to women and men, or women have no legal rights to access financial services. The conclusion
is that that focusing on legal reforms in access to financial services alone is unlikely to translate to higher financial
inclusion. There should be a corresponding focus on closing gaps in implementation and addressing multi-
dimensional barriers to address this gap in women’s access to financial services. 
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Figure 7: Female account ownership by level of legal barriers to equal access, 2017 

Source: OECD’s SIGI database, 2014 (OECD, 2017); World Bank, Global Financial Inclusion, Database (2017)



A number of indicators have been established for costing the impact of gender gaps in labor and access to 
productive assets:
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Source: World Bank, Global Financial Inclusion, Database (2017); UNICEF (2016); FAO (2017); World Bank (2017)
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Thus far, the report has identified and quantified the economic costs of gender gaps in labor and access to 
productive assets including financial services. This section begins by exploring the benefits of closing gaps in
women’s labor force participation, employment, paid work on economic output. These economic benefits are 
disaggregated by the level of human development. The benefits of closing gender gaps in labor participation, 
productivity and access to assets are then related to key indicators on labor participation, assets and productivity that
are already included in the monitoring framework for the achievement of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). 

4.1   Closing gender gaps in wages and labor force participation 
       to achieve inclusive and sustainable employment (SDG 8)

A recent study has explored the impact upon economic growth of gender gaps by building a supply-side model
that estimates the economic impact of closing the gender gap in labor markets in 95 countries (McKinsey Global
Institute 2015). It is estimated that globally, US$ 12 trillion could be added to GDP by 2025 by advancing women’s
equality. We use this model to create scenarios for Africa to incorporate the variables discussed throughout this
report in order to present the economic impact of closing the gender gap in labor markets in an African context.
This model articulated in Appendix D, calculates the gender disaggregated impact on GDP of closing gaps in labor
force participation, paid work employment and productivity using five variables: working-age population; labor-
force participation rate; employment rate; full-time equivalent rate; and labor productivity per full-time equivalent
employed. These gaps are explored in the context of countries at low, middle and high levels of human development.
The results from the simulation exercise are presented in Table 4. 

Closing gender gaps in women’s labor force participation, paid work, employment and productivity would yield 
increases in GDP from 3% to 16% with higher gains for high human development countries who have the largest
gender gaps in terms of labor force participation for women and men. As illustrated in Figure 9, there are differences
across categories with low human development countries making the largest gains in terms of closing gaps related
to increasing paid work and improving labor productivity. On the other hand, middle and high income countries
make the most gains in closing gaps related to labor force participation and employment rates.

There are extremely high projected figures in scenario 5 where all gaps are closed sequentially rather than 
simultaneously. In this scenario, first the number of women in the labor force is increased, followed by an increase
in their chance of being employed to the same level as men. These two groups of additional women in the workforce
– those currently employed and those brought in to ensure that women can perform the same number of paid hours
of work as men – are then enabled to increase their productivity to same levels as men. 

This ideal scenario would yield exponentially high increases, a hypothetical result which may be impossible to fully
attain in practice, but which illustrates the immense gender gap in the current African labor market – and the 
exponential dividends of seeking to fully bridge the gender gap. This huge amount is what could be created, 
hypothetically, if half of Africa’s population were fully allowed to reach their economic potential and were able to
be active in the economy. Perhaps counter-intuitively, it is the higher HDI economies which stand to make the
biggest gains overall, mainly due to the large disparity in female labor force participation in North Africa which
has the highest proportion of high human development countries. As Goldin has argued (1995), the female labor
force function is U-shaped. In several high human development countries such as Egypt, Tunisia, Mauritius and
Libya, high HDI values exist side-by-side with discriminatory legislation and high gender inequality in income. In
these countries the negative effect of the gender gap in income is overcome by more equal distribution in health
and education outcomes between women and men (UNDP, 2016: 27).

4. Benefits of closing gender gaps in labor 
    and assets on achievement of Sustainable 
    Development Goals

24 ANALYTICAL REPORT



CLOSING GENDER GAPS IN LABOUR AND PRODUCTIVE RESOURCES IN AFRICA 25

Table 4: Economic impact of closing gaps in labor participation, paid work, employment and productivity

Level of human 
development

AssumptionsIncrease 
in GDP (%)

Scenarios

1. Closing the gender gap in labor participation
Women’s labor force participation rate is equal to men

Only no. of women increased, 
productivity, hours worked, 
employment rates remain constant

          3
        12
        16

Low
Medium

High

2. Close the gender gap in paid hours of work
Women who are currently in the labor force work the
same number of paid hours as men

Only number of paid hours worked 
by women is increased

        11
          7
          6

Low
Medium

High

3. Close the gender gap in employment rates
Women are employed at the same rate as men

Only rate of employment of women 
is increased

          5
        12
        14

Low
Medium

High

4. Close the gender productivity gap
Women are as economically productive as men

Increased output per worker 
of 6-11%

          8
          5
          3

Low
Medium

High

5. Close all labor market gaps
Gaps in participation, paid work, employment 
and productivity are closed

        36
        72
      101

Low
Medium

High

Source: Author’s calculation based on O’Sullivan et al., 2014 and FAO, 2017.

Source: Author’s calculation based on data from ILO (2017) and World Bank (2017)
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Figure 9: Potential economic gains from increased gender equality 



4.2   Closing the gap in labor and access to productive assets for gender 
       equality (SDG5), food security (SDG 2), and inclusive and sustainable 
       employment (SDG 8)

Based on the foregoing qualitative and quantitative analysis, it can be argued that: as a result of the legal 
discrimination, disproportionate care burden and gender norms and stereotypes, women are less likely than men
to participate in the labor force. Gender norms and stereotypes – reflected in gaps in education attainment, 
horizontal and vertical discrimination in the labor market – means that women are less likely to be employed and
more likely to be in informal work. Finally, as a result of the key issues outlined above – legal and customary 
restrictions to accessing land, lack of access to inputs, financing and technology – they are likely to be less 
productive than male workers and land holders.  

These gender gaps are associated with specific indicators for monitoring progress on SDGs related to inclusive
and sustainable growth, full and productive employment and decent work for all as illustrated in Table 5. Linking
this analysis to the achievement of specific sustainable development goals provides for more targeted policy 
recommendations and actions. For instance, addressing women’s disproportionate care burden and ensuring equal
access to ownership and control over land contributes to two specific indicators under SDG 5 on achieving gender
equality and empowering women and girls. In addition, increasing the productivity of women’s assets contributes
to the achievement of a key indicator under SDG 2 on ending hunger, achieving food security and improved nutrition
and promoting sustainable agriculture. Finally, closing gender gaps in labor contributes to the achievement of 
a key indicator under SDG 8 on sustained, inclusive and sustainable economic growth, full and productive employ-
ment and decent work for all.  
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Table 5: Benefits of closing gender gaps on achievement of SDGs 2, 5 and 8.

Goal and Target

Sustainable Development Goal 2, End hunger, achieve food security and improved nutrition and promote sustainable agriculture

Indicator Benefits of closing gender gap

2.3 By 2030, double agricultural 
productivity and incomes of small-
scale food producers, in particular
women, indigenous people, family
farmers, pastoralist and fishers, 
including through secure and equal
access to land, other productive 
resources and inputs, knowledge, 
financial services,  markets and 
opportunities for value addition 
and non-farm employment.

2.3.1 Volume of production per 
labor unit by class of farming/
pastoral/forestry enterprise size.

The gender gap in agricultural productivity
(women farmers are less productive) is 23% 
to 25% in terms of the value of agricultural 
produce per unit of cultivated land in Ethiopia,
Malawi and Nigeria.  
Annual crop output would increase by 2.4% to
8% if women and male farmers were equally
productive in Ethiopia, Malawi, Nigeria, 
Tanzania, Uganda.

Sustainable Development Goal 5, Achieve gender equality and empower all women and girls

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

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.
5.a.2 Proportion of countries where
the legal framework (including 
customary law) guarantees women’s
equal rights to land ownership
and/or control.

On average just 19% of agricultural land is
managed by women (24 countries) ranging
from 3% in Mali to 51% in Cabo Verde.
Only one country – Mauritius – has the same
rights to own and or access agricultural land;
in 41 countries  women have equal legal 
rights with men to own and access land, but
discriminatory practices restrict women’s 
access to and ownership of land in practice,
and in 5 countries women have no/few/
unequal legal rights to own or administer 
land or their access is severely restricted 
by discriminatory practices.

5.4 Recognize value of 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 family as nationally
appropriate.

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

Women in 7 African countries spend 1 hour 
59 minutes more than men each day on unpaid
work2. While men spent 80% of their time in
paid work, women only spent 55% on paid work.
The wage opportunity cost per woman per day,
is US$1.10 and the annual wage opportunity
cost per woman of US$ 286.97 and the wage
opportunity cost to women in Africa of the
extra unpaid work they do, versus men, is 
US$ 59.3 billion, or 2% of overall African GDP.

8.5 By 2030, achieve full and 
productive employment and 
decent work for all women and 
men, including young people and
persons with disabilities, and 
equal pay for work of equal value.

8.3.1 Proportion of informal 
employment in non-agriculture 
employment, by sex.
8.5.1 Average hourly earnings of 
female and male employees, by 
occupation, age and persons 
with disabilities.

Survey data (2010-2016) suggests that average
share of non-agricultural employment outside
formal sector in 12 countries in SSA is about
67% of all employment (ILOSTAT, 2017).
If women’s labor force participation rate were
equivalent to men’s (204.57 million compared to
274.65 million in 2017), an additional 74.38 million
women would enter the labor force resulting in
an increase in economic output of $962 billion 
– based on average annual output per worker 
in Africa estimated at $12,933 (ILO, 2017).
If gaps in labor productivity are closed – 
with female and male workers producing the
same output, average labor productivity could
increase between 3% and 14%. An additional 
1-4% per country with the same level of 
participation in the workforce for both 
women and men.

2    Evidence from Algeria, Ethiopia, Ghana, Reunion, Rwanda, South Africa, Uganda.



5. Key findings
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•   African women’s labour force participation is higher than other regions 
    – 65% in sub-Saharan Africa, 56% in North America, 51% in Europe, 46% 
    in Asia and the Pacific

•   However, most are engaged in informal, low paid and low-productive 
    work. On average, female employment outside the formal non-agircultural 
    sector is 76% compared to 59% for men. 

•   Women could gain 1:59 hours per day if unpaid work is equalised 
    which translates to a wage opportunity cost from extra unpaid work of 
    USD 59.3 billion, or 3% of overall African GDP.  

•   If the 74.38 million women currently excluded from the workforce were 
    enabled to participate as productive members of the economy, this could 
    hypothetically result in an overall increase in economic output of 
    $962 billion

•   Women control, on average, 19% of agricultural plots, versus men’s 81%, 
    all African countries, except Mauritius, have restricted access for women 
    to land, property other than land and to financial services from weak and 
    poorly implemented legal frameworks and customary laws. 

•   An average of 2.8% in additional agricultural output could be generated if 
    plots of land controlled by women were as productive as those held by 
    men. Based on current agricultural output figures for the region, this 
    equates to a value of US$8.4 billion overall. 

•   Legal equality in itself is not sufficient to guarantee gender equality in 
    land holdership. This suggests that there exists an implementation gap 

•   There is no significant correlation between legal equality in access to 
    financial services and female account holdership. So, legal reforms in 
    access to financial services can only translate to higher financial 
    inclusion if corresponding implementation gaps and multi-dimensional 
    barriers to women’s access to financial services are addressed. 

•   On the other hand, there is strong correlation between financial inclusion 
    and ownership of land, education and the discriminatory social institutions 
    such as early marriage which points to the  need for the application of 
    integrated data, tools and gender responsive analysis to overcome key 
    barriers.  

Gender gaps 
in labor

Gender gaps in 
asset ownership

Financial 
exclusion 



The foregoing analysis presents five overarching recommendations to implement the Action Agenda from the 2016
AfHDR, towards more effective policies and programs to advance women’s economic empowerment and achieve
gender equality.
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6. Recommendations

Policy measures to address legal discrimination include: 

    •    Enforce the implementation of existing gender equality legislation, 
         through mechanisms such as the Maputo Protocol and the The 
         Convention on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women and 
         reinforcing gender equality architecture in governments and 
         regional bodies
    •    End parallel legal systems which recognize customary law alongside 
         statutory law and undermine advancements towards greater gender 
         equality. 

Policy measures to address inequitable gender norms and gender 
stereotyping include: 

    •    Invest in women and girls’ literacy, education and skills to counteract 
         the influence of religious and customary leaders with discriminatory 
         attitudes to gender equality
    •    Work with communities and traditional leaders to deconstruct negative 
         social norms that block implementation of legal reforms

Policy measures to address women’s unequal care burden include: 

    •    Provide state-funded childcare and elder care and encourage private 
         sector employers to provide on-site childcare
    •    Invest in infrastructure and labor-saving initiatives that reduce the 
         burden of care work including improvements in access to water and 
         energy.
    •    Campaign for and incentivize more equitable distribution and male 
         involvement in unpaid care work 

Effective implementation
of legal, regulatory and

policy frameworks

Use targeted policies 
to overcome legal 

discrimination, gender 
norms and stereotypes, 

and women’s unequal 
care burden

Achieving 
Gender Equality

Enforce effective implementation of legal reforms,
policies and programs to advance women’s 
economic empowerment

Guarantee greater women’s access to productive
assets and natural resources

Prioritize disaggregated data and gender 
responsive analysis for monitoring and 
decision making



30 ANALYTICAL REPORT

A key finding from the report is the lack of systematic data on a number of
aspects of gender inequality. In order to build on and refine the analysis of
this report, the following further data would be required, most notably:

    •    Data on unpaid hours worked that differentiates between unpaid care 
         work and unpaid contributing family worker labor. There is no data on 
         what proportion of unpaid work is care work, and what is contributing 
         family labor. In order to better quantify gender gaps in social care and 
         reproduction, it would be necessary to obtain more detailed data 
         around the composition of unpaid work in Africa.
    •    Data on hourly/monthly pay by gender by sector and by country. In the 
         dimension of the labor market, current data on wages and earnings are 
         highly limited. No data is available for African countries on pay by gender.
    •    Data on number of agricultural plots using inputs such as fertilizer, 
         enhanced seeds, etc. by gender of holder of plot.
    •    Data on agricultural productivity gender gap for all African countries. 
         At present, data on the productivity gaps between female-controlled 
         and male-controlled agricultural plots is limited to that produced by a 
         World Bank report, Leveling the field: Improving Opportunities for 
         Women Farmers in Africa, which profiles six countries: Ethiopia, Malawi,
         Niger, Nigeria, Tanzania and Uganda. While these countries make up 
         over 40% of the population of sub-Saharan Africa, in order to obtain a 
         more representative picture of gender gaps in agricultural productivity 
         across Africa, profiles of every African country would be desirable.
    •    Data on productivity/labor output by gender. In order to expand this 
         model to include this, productivity data per gender is required per 
         sector. This could then be weighted to the proportion of people 
         working in each sector by gender.
    •    Data on the control of land by gender obtained from FAO is also limited, 
         and does not include Niger, for example, cutting the number of countries 
         able to be used in this analysis to five. Further, data from FAO on gross 
         agricultural production was also not available for all countries, 
         reducing the countries used in this analysis to three.  

In addition to the gaps in quantitative data, two key themes merit further
qualitative and quantitative research: 

    •    First, systematic intersectional analysis of the political economy of 
         gender inequality in Africa is scarce. Throughout this report, diversity 
         between women – across a range of social characteristics – has been 
         highlighted. Women in Africa cannot be considered a homogeneous 
         group. It is vital, therefore, to consider the intersections of their identities
         – nationality, ethnicity, social class, type of occupation, level of education, 
         level of wealth, marital status, parenthood, age, religious beliefs, etc. 
         These have a bearing on the inequalities they experience, and the 
         human development outcomes they attain. Moreover, the quality of 
         statistical data could be improved by the explicit capturing of further 
         information beyond the social category of “gender” as a 
         homogeneous group.
    •    Second, little attention has been paid to date to the role of men and 
         masculinities in exploring the political economy of gender inequality in 
         Africa. While a rich tradition of research on African masculinities 
         exists, this is not substantively integrated into current analyses aimed 
         at policy-makers. 

Prioritize 
disaggregated data 

and gender responsive
analysis for monitoring,

decision making

Review data gaps and 
conduct further research
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Given a production function, where Q is the quantity of output, L is the quantity of labor used, and K is the quantity
of capital employed.

Q = f (L, K) (A.1)

We examine average output per worker as: (A.2)

Average Output per Worker =                                           =                                                           =

Such that a country’s overall output per worker is equal to the average output of female and male workers, weighted
by their respective presence in the labor force.

Average output per WorkerALL = (Share workersF × Average OutputF) + (Share workersM × Average OutputM)

(A.3)

We are able to obtain data on the following from ILOSTAT database (ILO, 2017) for Ethiopia, Malawi, Niger, Nigeria,
Tanzania and Uganda.

Average output per worker in constant 2011 international US$ in PPP (Average Output per Worker)

Labor force participation ratios (LFPR) =

Average agricultural productivity ratios – proxy for overall productivity (APR) = 

Using the available data, the following formula is applied to generate current output per worker for both females
and males:

Average OutputM =

Average OutputF = APR × Average OutputM                                                                                                                                                                   (A.4)

For the case of Ethiopia, the average output per worker, is US$ 3,589; the female to male labor force participation
is 0.87, and the female to male productivity ratio is 0.77.  This implies that for every one male in the workforce, working
at 100% relative productivity, there are 0.87 females in the workforce, working at 77% relative productivity. This
gives the following results:

Average Output per Worker = US$ 3,589
Average OutputM = US$ 4,018
Average OutputF = US$ 3,094

APPENDIX A: 
Methodology for quantifying labor productivity gap
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APPENDICES

total output
quantitiy of labor used

Share workersF

Share workersM
Average OutputF

Average OutputM

Average Output per Worker
Share of WorkersM (1+(LFPR×APR))

GDP at constant prices
Number of persons employed

Q
L

Country Average output per worker
(GDP constant 

2011 international $ in PPP)

Labor productivity ratio: 
female to male output

Labor force participation ratio:
female to male

Ethiopia                           $3,589                              0.77                              0.87

Malawi                           $1,890                              0.75                              1.00

Niger                           $2,917                              0.81                              0.45

Nigeria                         $17,642                              0.76                              0.75

Tanzania                           $6,273                              0.94                              0.89

Uganda                           $4,088                              0.87                              0.94



The literature (Miranda, 2011) on unpaid work proposes two approaches for assigning a monetary value to the time
which household members devote to household production: the opportunity-cost approach and the replacement-
cost approach. The opportunity-cost approach values the time devoted to household production at the wage rate
that a household member could have earned on the labor market. The underlying assumption is that the household
member has foregone some earnings for home production. However, the limitation are that these individuals would
not necessarily be able to find a lucrative job on the market based on their current qualifications. It is clearly 
important to move beyond an opportunity-cost approach and explore the reduction and redistribution of care work
across the state, male household members and the community. Ample research endorses the necessity of this 
co-responsibility approach to care (Bustelo and Ferguson, 2011; Blofield and Martinez Franzoni, 2015; ILO and UNDP,
2009). 

This model data uses from ILO on average nominal hourly earnings in selected countries as a proxy for potential
wages that could be gained were women able to spend the same amount of time as men in unpaid care work. Data
on paid and unpaid work in selected countries is taken from The World's Women 2015: Trends and Statistics (2015)
for Rwanda, Ethiopia, Algeria, Uganda, Ghana and South Africa.  

The methodology takes the hours of men’s unpaid care work as the baseline and equalizes women’s unpaid care
work to that level. The additional care work hours performed by women that are saved are then shifted to paid
labor and costed as the opportunity cost of women’s unpaid care work. Individual country estimates show that
women in these countries could earn an extra US$ 40 to US$ 640 dollars a year if they spent the same time as men
on unpaid care work and were able to shift the time they spend on unpaid work to market based activities.  

On average, the wage opportunity cost per woman per day, is $1.10 and the annual wage opportunity cost per
woman of US$ 286.97.  Extrapolating the average annual opportunity cost per woman to the total number of African
women in the labor force in 2017 (ILO, 2017) yields the wage opportunity cost to women in Africa of the extra unpaid
work they do, versus men, of US$ 59.3 billion, or 2% of overall African GDP.  

However, further research and data is required to ascertain the impact of different distributions of care work on
Africa’s growth.
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For the three African countries for which data was available on agricultural land holding by sex, we analyze the
gap between male and female productivity per hectare to infer the total additional yield and production that would
be obtained if women’s holdings were as productive as male controlled holdings.

Using the data on the production yield gap and the actual production value from O’Sullivan et al., 2014 and FAO,
2017, we calculate gross productivity which is less than the potential productivity as women’s land is less productive
than men’s land (yield gap).  The potential productivity is calculated by raising the yield on women’s land to the
same level as men’s land. 

Current productivity = (share of men land holders * men’s land productivity) + (share of female land holders* 
women’s land productivity) 

Potential production value = (men’s share of land * men’s land productivity) + (women’s share of land* men’s 
land productivity)

Potential increase = Potential production value – current production value
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APPENDIX C: 
Methodology for quantifying labor productivity gap

Country Productivity gap: 
men - women 

(% points)

Share 
female 

land holders

Actual production
value (current, 
USD  million)

Potential 
production with no 
gender gap (value)

Potential 
increase 
(value)

Potential 
increase 

(%)

Ethiopia               23

Malawi               25

Nigeria               24

           19.2%

           32.1%

           10.0%

          12,594

            6,796

          66,567

          13,176

            7,389

          68,204

             582

             593

          1,637

              5%

              9%

              2%

Source: O’Sullivan et al., 2014 and FAO, 2017



A recent study by the McKinsey Global Institute 2015), which found that, globally, $12 trillion could be added to GDP
by 2025 by advancing women’s equality, explored the impact upon economic growth of gender gaps by building a
supply-side model that estimates the economic impact of closing the gender gap in labor markets in 95 countries.
The model calculates GDP using five inputs, each of which is estimated by gender: GDP = working-age population x
labor-force participation rate x employment rate x full-time equivalent rate x labor productivity per full-time equivalent
employed. 

The same model has been used to incorporate the variables discussed throughout this report in order to present
the economic impact of closing the gender gap in labor markets in an African context.

For simplicity, this model makes a number of assumptions: it assumes inelasticity of the demand for labor, e.g. it
assumes that no wage deflation would occur as a result of an increased labor force. It also assumes that there is
employment available for a further 74 million people (according to ILO estimates for 2017, 274.65 million men in
Africa participate in the labor force, versus 204.57 million women, meaning that if parity were achieved, an extra
74 million women would have to enter the labor force) and that rising employment for women would not result in a
decrease of employment of men. This model also does not account for gender imbalances between economic sectors,
e.g. the concentration of women in agricultural work. In order to expand this model to include this, productivity
data per sex is required per sector. This could then be weighted to the proportion of people working in each sector
by sex. This is a key research area to highlight for the future.

In order to account for the fact that Africa is not one homogeneous region, but instead represents many different
economic and developmental realities, it was decided to create three separate models looking at low HDI countries,
medium HDI countries and high HDI countries. 

Because of the paucity of available data, certain adjustments had to be made in order to develop findings for each
of these three bandings of countries. 

The six countries for which productivity data by gender has been found in this study (from the World Bank Leveling
the Field) are all low human development countries (Niger, Ethiopia, Malawi, Uganda, Nigeria and Tanzania). There
is no productivity data by gender available for either medium HDI or high HDI countries.

Data gaps along the other variables meant that only Ethiopia, Malawi and Uganda were suitable for use in this
model. The findings from these three low HDI countries were used to represent African low HDI countries overall.  

For the medium HDI model, given that there is no productivity data available for medium human development 
countries, an average of the productivity data taken from the low HDI countries was used as a stand-in. Three
African medium HDI countries – Namibia, South Africa and Morocco – were chosen to represent African medium
HDI countries overall. The reason for choosing these countries was the availability of data on other variables. As
in the low HDI scenario above, the findings from these three medium human development countries were taken to
create a “medium human development country” labor model. 

For the high HDI model, given that there is no productivity data available for high human development countries, an
average of the productivity data taken from the low HDI countries was used as a stand-in. Three high development
countries: Libya, Tunisia and Mauritius, were chosen to represent African high HDI countries overall. As above, an
average was taken from the findings from these countries to represent high HDI countries overall.

The full-time equivalent rate was based on the average number of paid hours worked per week by women versus
the average number of paid hours worked by men from the ILOSTAT (ILO, 2017) database. 

Various scenarios were created: 

1. A scenario in which women’s labor force participation rate is equal to men’s but all other factors are equal. 
2. A scenario in which women work the same number of paid hours as men. 
3. A scenario in which women are employed at the same rate as men. 
4. A scenario in which women’s productivity rate is equal to that of men.
5. A scenario in which all gender gaps in the labor market are closed. 
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