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AN ECONOMY THAT 
WORKS FOR WOMEN 
Achieving women’s economic empowerment in an increasingly 
unequal world 

Women’s economic empowerment could reduce poverty for everyone. In order 
to achieve it, we need to first fix the current broken economic model which is 
undermining gender equality and causing extreme economic inequality. The 
neoliberal model has made it harder for women to have better quality and better 
paid jobs, address inequality in unpaid care work, and women’s influence and 
decision making power is constrained. To achieve women’s economic 
empowerment, we need a human economy that works for women and men alike, 
and for everyone, not just the richest 1%.   
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  
‘Despite important progress in promoting gender equality, there remains an urgent 
need to address structural barriers to women’s economic empowerment and full 
inclusion in economic activity...If the world is to achieve the Sustainable Development 
Goals, we need a quantum leap in women’s economic empowerment.’1  
– UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon, January 2016  

‘Women had no voice in this community. They had no right to join other women. The 
co-op has changed women’s lives in this community. They [men] saw us being self 
reliant – bringing home money, bringing sugar for porridge, they have really changed 
their mindset on women.’  

– Flonira Mukamana, member of COPAPF women’s cooperative in Kinigi sector, Musanze District, Northern 
Rwanda. 

Women’s economic empowerment requires the creation of decent, quality work 
opportunities with fair pay, and an increase in women’s decision making power.2 It is 
vital for fulfilling women’s rights, reducing poverty and achieving broader development 
goals. To end extreme poverty will take much more than just money. But gender 
inequality in the economy costs women in developing countries $9 trillion a year3 – a 
sum which would not only benefit women but would unleash new spending power 
across communities and provide a massive boost to the economy as a whole.  

However, progress in making women equal to men in the economy is painfully slow, 
and women are still more likely than men to live in poverty.4 Across the world, women 
consistently earn less than men and are concentrated in the lowest-paid and least 
secure forms of work.5 Globally, the average gender pay gap is 23 percent6 and 700 
million fewer women than men are in paid work.7 The World Economic Forum has 
warned that instead of improving in 2016, gender inequality in the economy reverted to 
where it stood in 2008.8 At the current rate of progress, it will take 170 years for women 
and men to be employed at the same rates, paid the same for equal work, and have 
the same levels of seniority.9 Clearly, a structural change is needed. 

Evidence shows that although gender equality supports economic growth, not all 
economic growth supports gender equality.10 Our current economic model is 
concentrating wealth at the top of the economy, causing extreme economic inequality 
and leaving the poorest women and girls behind. Currently eight men own as much as 
the poorest 3.6bn people on the planet.11 Rising inequality has slowed down 
reductions in poverty, and the majority of the world’s poor continue to be women. 

To achieve women’s economic empowerment, we need to make the economy work for 
women. Harmful social norms devalue and restrict women’s work: research in 67 
developing countries revealed that on average, one in five men disagreed that women 
should have work outside the home, even if they are qualified to do it.12 Inequalities 
also persist in the law and regulation. 155 countries have at least one law which means 
women have fewer economic rights than men.13 There has also been a failure to 
recognize that economic policy impacts women and girls differently to men and boys.  

This report looks at how this economic model, neoliberalism, constrains women’s 
economic empowerment in three main ways:  

• Neoliberal policies have led to poor labour rights and low pay. Countries are 
pursuing economic development strategies that prioritize cheap and 
precarious work, the majority of which is done by women.  
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For example, women working in garment factories in Vietnam and Myanmar 
interviewed by Oxfam work very long hours, sometimes up to 18 hours a day, or they 
have to work through the night. Yet they are still not earning enough to sustain 
themselves and their families. This is despite the industry being one with famous 
brands and huge profits – brands like Zara, whose owner, Amancio Ortega, is one of 
the eight richest men on earth,14 or H&M, owned by Stefan Persson, ranked 32 in the 
Forbes list.15 

Women are also concentrated in the informal sector where they often lack rights and 
privileges such as a secure contract, minimum wages and social protection. The 
example of domestic workers in Kenya (see page 11 in the full report) illustrates the 
challenges this creates, such as vulnerability to exploitation.  

• Unpaid care work has failed to be recognized and valued for its contribution 
to the economy. Current economic policies have undermined investment in 
infrastructure and public services like education, healthcare and social 
protection, meaning women have increased responsibility for unpaid care 
work.  

Worldwide, women carry out between two and 10 times more unpaid care work than 
men.16 This work is worth $10 trillion to the global economy each year,17 equivalent to 
over an eighth of the world’s entire GDP, and more than the GDPs of India, Japan and 
Brazil combined.18 Women’s disproportionate responsibility for this work squeezes the 
amount of time that they have to go to school and earn a living. Recent research 
showed that globally, 57 million unpaid workers are filling in the gaps caused by 
inadequate healthcare provision.19 The majority are women who have given up 
employment to carry out this role.  

• Women’s collective voice and influence on economic decision making is 
hampered by restrictions placed on labour organizing and undue influence of 
the richest in society over economic policy.  

Women’s collective action and organizing is a proven factor in improving their rights, 
including key aspects of economic empowerment, as shown by the story of women 
strawberry pickers in Morocco (see page 22 in the full report). However women are 
often concentrated in informal sectors that are harder to organize, or face restrictions 
that mean their voices are not heard in labour movements. Investing in women’s 
organizations and movements, and implementing policies such as gender budgeting, 
can ensure economic policies reflect women’s priorities and are designed to support 
gender equality rather than undermine it.  

In recent years, we have seen greater recognition by governments and policy makers 
that women’s economic and workforce participation can pay powerful economic 
dividends. At the same time we have seen less concern with making sure that the 
benefits of their work are also experienced by women themselves. While the focus 
remains on making women work for the good of the economy, making the 
economy work for women has yet to be seriously addressed. Feminist economists 
and women’s organizations have consistently drawn attention to this – but their 
contributions continue to be sidelined in male-dominated economic spheres.  

Oxfam is calling for a ‘human economy’ which works for everyone, not just the few; one 
that benefits women and men alike. It would create fairer, better societies. It would 
ensure secure jobs paying decent wages, and treat women and men equally. The 
people who should benefit disproportionately from our economies are people living in 
poverty. Our economy would thrive within the limits of our planet, and hand a better, 
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more sustainable world to every new generation. Building a human economy requires 
us to fundamentally reject the current economic model, and agree to rebuild our 
economies in a different way.  

RECOMMENDATIONS  
1. Ensure decent work, including a fair income, secure contracts and safe 

working conditions. 

Governments and businesses should address the quality and security of women’s 
economic opportunities by:  

• Assessing current labour and wage standards to ensure domestic workers, migrant 
workers and informally employed workers are covered by all current and future 
labour standards legislation.  

• Addressing workplace violence and discrimination through legislation, prosecution, 
public information campaigns and holding corporate actors to account. 

• Committing to lifting minimum wages to living wage standards, and setting out a 
roadmap to do so in consultation with workers and unions.  

• Undertaking concerted efforts to end the gender pay gap, including ensuring equal 
pay for equal value and promoting decent work opportunities for women. 

• Repealing laws that discriminate against women’s economic equality, and 
implementing legislation and regulatory frameworks that support women’s rights. 

• Promoting positive social norms and attitudes to women’s work and to the 
rebalancing of power at the household, local, national and international levels. 

• Ensuring women have pathways to better-paid positions, and improving access to 
education and training for well-paid careers. Encouraging transparent promotion 
pathways and policies that encourage employers to hire and train low-skilled, low-
wage workers. 

2. Recognize, reduce and redistribute unpaid care work.  

• Governments should invest in public services and infrastructure which reduces and 
redistributes unpaid care work, including universal free public healthcare, social 
care, child care, water and sanitation, and education services.  

• Governments and International Finance Institutions should include unpaid care 
work as part of their economic development strategies.  

• Governments and businesses should recognize women’s greater responsibility for 
unpaid care work and help to reduce the proportion borne by women through 
providing child, dependent adult, and elderly care and paid family and medical 
leave, flexible working hours and paid parental leave.  

• Governments should promote the redistribution of unpaid care work through 
policies that encourage men to do their fair share of this work. These include 
flexible working and parental leave for both parents. Social norms on the gender 
distribution of care work should also be challenged, for example through advertising 
or public campaigns.  

• Governments and international institutions should collect better data on the 
distribution of unpaid care work and its contribution to the overall economy. 
Governments should maximize fiscal space for women’s economic empowerment, 
through progressive and gender sensitive tax policies. They should crack down on 
tax dodging by rich corporations and individuals; raise taxes on the richest and 
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reduce them on the poorest; and use these additional revenues to invest in public 
services.  

3. Support women’s voices – in labour and feminist movements, collective 
enterprise, and political participation and leadership. 

• Governments should adopt gender budgeting approaches that systematically 
involve women’s organizations and civil society, to provide proper scrutiny and fully 
assess the impact of economic policies on women and girls. They should support 
the training of organizations and women in this area and improve data collection 
that would enable it.  

• Governments, international institutions and civil society should provide increased, 
accessible funding to women’s organizations to enable them to consistently and 
effectively raise the concerns of women, in government, civil society and corporate 
sector spaces. 

• Governments should ensure laws are in place that protect the rights of women 
workers to unionize and strike, and rescind laws in opposition to those rights.  

• All actors should support women’s collective enterprises and cooperatives, 
including through providing training and integrating them fairly into supply chains.  

• Governments and civil society should implement policies to promote women’s 
political participation and leadership.  

Governments, business and civil society should recognize the danger that confronts 
women advocating for women’s rights. They should establish effective measures to 
ensure that women human rights defenders, including trade unionists, enjoy full 
protection and a safe environment in which to carry out their actions without fear of 
reprisal. 
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