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1

The connection between women’s economic participation and global 
prosperity is undeniable. Over the past two decades, international 
organizations and world leaders have increasingly recognized how 
critical women’s economic empowerment and financial inclusion are 
to economic prosperity and growth. Analyses from the International 
Monetary Fund (IMF), Organization for Economic Cooperation and 
Development, the World Bank, and other leading institutions demon-
strate the growth potential of women’s increased economic partici-
pation. UN frameworks such as the Sustainable Development Goals 
recognize the relationship between economic opportunity for women 
and development, and include time-bound targets—such as equal 
access to financial services, natural resources, and technology, and 
equality in property ownership and inheritance—to advance women’s 
economic participation. 

However, despite growing awareness that women’s economic 
empowerment is critical to women, their families, and broader eco-
nomic prosperity, many countries still legally undermine women’s 
economic participation and undervalue women’s work. Of the 189 
economies surveyed in the World Bank’s Women, Business and the Law 
2018 report, 90 percent have at least one regulation that impedes wom-
en’s economic opportunities. More than one hundred economies still 
prevent women from working in certain jobs; fifty-nine economies 
provide no legal recourse to women who experience sexual harassment 
in the workplace; and in eighteen countries, men can legally prevent 
their wives from working outside the home. An array of other legal 
barriers—from limitations on access to finance to laws restricting 
women’s agency and mobility—prevent women from fully participat-
ing in the economy. Even in 2018, the legal landscape for women in the 

INTRODUCTION
Rachel Vogelstein

Introduction



Women and the Law: Leveling the Global Economic Playing Field2

economy fails to reflect the value women’s participation adds to eco-
nomic growth. But change is on the horizon. 

Over the last decade, several countries have enacted legal reforms 
that significantly advance women’s rights. Today, all but thirty-two 
countries legally guarantee gender equality in their constitutions, and 
a record number of countries now have laws prohibiting discrimina-
tion or violence against women. While these gains—rightfully cel-
ebrated—show that progress is possible, proposals to eliminate the 
critical barriers that limit women’s economic potential remain absent 
from mainstream discussions on international and national economic 
policy, and barriers to female economic enfranchisement persist in 
every region of the world.

In order to realize the economic potential of 50 percent of the 
world’s population, nations need to do more to level the legal playing 
field for women. This volume collects in-depth analysis and commen-
tary on legal barriers to women’s economic participation, with a focus 
on five areas in which the greatest obstacles to women’s economic par-
ticipation endure: financial inclusion, identification laws, land rights, 
workplace discrimination, and family law. 

In the opening essay, I make the economic case for eliminating legal 
barriers that inhibit women’s economic participation. Closing gender 
gaps in the workplace could add an estimated $12 trillion to the global 
economy. Countries simply cannot afford to waste this economic poten-
tial—and governments from Saudi Arabia to Japan are taking notice 
and enacting policies to promote women’s workforce participation. 

A web of discriminatory laws impedes women’s access to financial 
services and undermines their capacity to borrow, save, or obtain insur-
ance. In an essay on financial inclusion, Council on Foreign Relations 
(CFR) Senior Fellow Jamille Bigio highlights how banks stand to ben-
efit economically by ensuring women’s access to and use of financial 
services, by sharing the experience of a Nigerian woman who employed 
digital tools to save for her daughter’s school fees. CFR Senior Fellow 
Gayle Tzemach Lemmon, reporting on a successful financial inclusion 
program in Tanzania, explores how education can help women over-
come legal and social barriers to opening bank accounts. The economic 
case for legal reform to promote women’s financial inclusion is strong: 
when women can use financial services without spousal consent and 
have control over where they live, and when unpaid work is recognized 
in marital property regimes, gender gaps in financial inclusion are nar-
rowed. Legal reform needs to be a central component of any strategy 
to advance women’s access to and use of savings, credit, and insurance. 
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One billion people globally still face difficulties in proving their iden-
tity, the majority of whom are women and girls, who are consequently 
disenfranchised on many levels. In an essay on Pakistan, CFR Senior 
Fellow Meighan Stone explores how the lack of a national identifica-
tion document can hamper women’s ability to participate in all sectors, 
silencing their political voice and barring their access to the formal econ-
omy. In an investigation of two innovative government-led initiatives in 
South Asia, Stone and Lemmon highlight how governments can take 
steps to increase women’s access to ID cards. Proof of identification is 
required to vote, go to court, and receive social services. Access to iden-
tification is often a precondition to financial inclusion: an identification 
document is frequently required to open a bank account, apply for credit, 
and register a business. Gender-based legal differences impede women’s 
ability to obtain national identification documentation in forty-eight 
countries; some of these obstacles include mandates that women pro-
vide additional documentation—and in some cases approval from their 
fathers or husbands—to receive an ID card or a passport.

Inequality in land ownership is one of the most entrenched social 
barriers for women. In their essay on property rights, Stone and CFR 
Research Associate Alexandra Bro explore the effects of land inequality 
on women and argue that reformers should use international, regional, 
and national legal frameworks to address persistent disparities. How-
ever, in an essay on Afghanistan, Lemmon and former CFR Research 
Associate Becky Allen demonstrate how legal change is insufficient 
unless it addresses disparities under customary law. According to the 
World Bank, close to 40 percent of the world’s economies still have at 
least one legal constraint to women’s property rights. This disparity 
fuels a global gender gap in land ownership, with women comprising 
less than one-fifth of landholders in sub-Saharan Africa, only 20 per-
cent in Latin America, and as low as 5 percent in the Middle East and 
North Africa. Equalizing property rights can increase women’s eco-
nomic productivity, improving their income, their ability to take out 
loans, and the health and education of their families.

Discrimination against women in the workplace remains a global 
epidemic. As the #MeToo movement gives rise to a global reckoning 
on sexual harassment, Jody Heymann, dean of the Fielding School of 
Public Health at the University of California, Los Angeles, and I review 
the absence of legal protections against this scourge, which can push 
women out of the formal workforce. Other types of discriminatory 
workplace laws also hinder women’s abilities to rise to leadership posi-
tions or even get jobs in certain sectors, as Bigio finds in her essay on 
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Nigeria’s manufacturing industry. Today, 104 economies restrict the 
kind of jobs that women can hold. Fifty-nine economies have no legal 
prohibition against sexual harassment in the workplace. Policies that 
make it difficult for women to remain in the labor force after having 
children impede their ability to participate in the economy. And in 2018, 
only 40 percent of economies out of 189 surveyed by the World Bank 
mandate equal pay. These laws and policies that permit discrimination 
in the workplace leave women without recourse to address pervasive 
behaviors that can limit their professional opportunities, thereby short-
changing entire economies. 

Family law, personal status codes, and deeply rooted social and cul-
tural practices can undermine women’s ability to work and contrib-
ute to the global economy. In an essay on unpaid care work, Lemmon 
reviews how social factors such as women’s care responsibilities con-
tribute to the global gender gap in workforce participation and high-
lights how childcare can boost women’s paid employment. In a piece 
on violence against women in Pakistan, Stone illuminates how sexual 
assault, domestic violence, and other gender-based crimes deter women 
from pursuing careers in nontraditional fields. Numerous other family 
law restrictions—such as requirements for familial male permission to 
seek employment, own a business, control property, petition the courts, 
or make travel decisions—inhibit women’s financial inclusion and eco-
nomic freedom. Laws that govern marital relations have secondary 
effects on women’s economic empowerment: for example, even though 
nearly one in three women has experienced physical or sexual violence 
from an intimate partner—which can undermine economic indepen-
dence—women in thirty-six countries still have no legal protection 
against domestic violence whatsoever. 

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

These essays all suggest that legal reform is a critical step toward boost-
ing women’s participation in the global economy. Compelling research 
demonstrates a substantial link between stronger legal rights and 
improved development outcomes for women, their families, and their 
countries. To maximize returns on investment in economic develop-
ment, the United States should work with other nations to eradicate legal 
gender inequalities and level the economic playing field for women.

The United States should promote legal and policy reform to advance 
women’s economic participation through its bilateral and multilateral 
relations. For instance, when negotiating investment treaties and trade 
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agreements, officials should include stipulations to increase women’s 
economic participation and legal equality. Models include the 2017 
Canada-Chile Trade Agreement, the first Group of Twenty agreement 
to include a chapter on gender equality. In addition, the United States 
should tie bilateral development assistance to progress on women’s 
economic empowerment, building on the Millennium Challenge Cor-
poration (MCC) model, which evaluates the legal position of women in 
a country when making decisions about whether to provide assistance. 
The MCC model should be expanded to all U.S. foreign assistance pro-
grams to guarantee maximum returns on U.S. investments in women’s 
economic development. 

The United States also should use its influence on the multilateral 
stage to help eliminate legal barriers to women’s economic inclusion, 
building on its leadership of the landmark Asia-Pacific Economic 
Cooperation (APEC) Declaration on Women in the Economy, by 
spearheading similar efforts in other regional organizations and lead-
ing the way for countries to eliminate obstacles to women’s participa-
tion. To draw international attention to the persistent legal barriers 
that continue to impede women’s economic opportunity and broader 
economic growth, the U.S. Treasury and State Departments could 
start by releasing an annual ranking of countries, modeled on the State 
Department’s Trafficking in Persons Report. This low-cost initiative 
would raise awareness, create competition, incentivize country-level 
reforms, and reflect the growing interest among Congress members in 
promoting women’s economic empowerment globally. International 
organizations also have an important role to play. The United Nations 
has already pledged its support for women’s legal equality in Sustain-
able Development Goal 5, which calls on member states to achieve 
gender equality and to adopt and strengthen policies and legislation for 
the promotion of gender equality and the empowerment of all women 
and girls. The United Nations should report annually on the progress 
of member states toward this goal and increase financial resources for 
gender equality. Multilateral economic institutions should also priori-
tize legal and policy reform regarding women. The IMF should extend 
its successful pilot program, which includes appraisals of legal equality 
in the review processes of twenty countries receiving IMF loans, to all 
recipient countries. This approach should become standard practice at 
other multilateral financial institutions as well, starting with regional 
and subregional development banks, including the African Develop-
ment Bank, Asian Development Bank, and Inter-American Develop-
ment Bank. 
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As this collection of case studies shows, the gains from ensuring 
that women everywhere have the right to compete fairly in the economy 
are significant and achievable. Nothing less than humanity’s collective 
prosperity and stability are at stake.
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In June, Saudi Arabia will make it legal for women to drive, marking 
the end of one of the world’s most conspicuous examples of gender 
discrimination.1 The ban’s removal has been rightly hailed as a victory 
in a country that sysematically limits women’s freedoms. But for Saudi 
officials, this policy reversal has more to do with economics than con-
cern for women’s rights. In recent years, even culturally conservative 
countries such as the Gulf kingdom have begun to recognize that they 
cannot get ahead if they leave half of their human capital behind.

Women’s advocates have long championed gender parity as a moral 
issue. But in the modern global economy, eliminating obstacles to wom-
en’s economic participation is also a strategic imperative. A growing body 
of evidence confirms the positive relationship between women’s partic-
ipation in the labor force and overall growth. In 2013, the Organization 
for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) concluded that 
a more gender-balanced economy could boost gross domestic product 
(GDP) by an estimated 12 percent in OECD countries.2 The International 
Monetary Fund (IMF) has made similar predictions for non-OECD 
countries, projecting that greater female economic participation would 
bring GDP gains of about 12 percent in the United Arab Emirates and 
34 percent in Egypt. All told, according to a 2015 report by the McKinsey 
Global Institute, closing gender gaps in the workplace could add an esti-
mated $12 trillion to global GDP by 2025.3

Let Women Work: The 
Economic Case for Feminism
Rachel Vogelstein

This essay was originally published in Foreign Affairs. See Rachel Vogelstein, “Let Women  
Work: The Economic Case for Feminism,” Foreign Affairs 97, no. 1 (January/February 
2018): 118–124, http://foreignaffairs.com/articles/2017-12-12/let-women-work.
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Yet legal barriers to female economic enfranchisement persist in 
every region of the world, in both developed and developing econo-
mies. According to the World Bank, women face gender-based job 
restrictions in 155 countries, including limitations on property owner-
ship, spousal consent requirements for employment, and laws that pre-
vent them from signing contracts or accessing credit. In many nations, 
women are still barred from traditionally male jobs or face limits on 
the number of hours they can work. In Russia, women cannot seek 
employment in 456 specific occupations, from woodworking to driv-
ing a subway. Argentina prohibits women from entering “dangerous” 
careers, such as in mining, manufacturing flammable materials, and 
distilling alcohol. French law prevents women from holding jobs that 
require carrying 25 kilograms (about 55 pounds). In Pakistan, women 
cannot clean or adjust machinery. 

Many economists and analysts are understandably skeptical about 
the potential for change. After all, deeply embedded cultural norms 
underpin these discriminatory legal systems. But there is reason to be 
hopeful. Recognizing the economic imperative, leaders across the globe 
are pushing for reform. In the last two years alone, 65 countries enacted 
almost 100 legal changes to increase women’s economic opportunities. 

“Fully unleashing the power of women in our economy will create 
tremendous value but also bring much-needed peace, stability, and pros-
perity to many regions,” Ivanka Trump, an adviser to her father, U.S. 
President Donald Trump, said at a women’s entrepreneurship forum 
in October. Progress, however, will require more than lofty rhetoric. 
To make real strides in unshackling women’s economic potential, the 
United States will have to use its international clout and foreign aid 
budget to drive legal reform, not just at home but also in countries across 
the globe where women cannot fully engage in the economy.

MOMENTUM FOR REFORM

The economic case for eliminating restrictions on women’s economic 
participation is clear.4 In Saudi Arabia, for example, women earn more 
than half of all college and graduate degrees but compose only about 
20 percent of the labor force. This means that the economic potential 
of nearly a third of the population remains untapped. As the Saudi 
economy struggles to cope with low oil prices, increasing female work-
force participation has become part of Crown Prince Mohammed bin 
Salman’s ambitious economic modernization effort, known as Saudi 
Vision 2030.5 Lifting the driving ban shows that the country is serious 
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about changing the status quo, although many other laws continue to 
circumscribe the rights of women in the Gulf kingdom.

Even in countries that have far fewer stark gender disparities than 
Saudi Arabia, leaders have sought to spur economic growth by making 
it easier for women to participate. In the 1990s, Canadian lawmakers 
eliminated the so-called marriage penalty, the product of a tax code that 
had depressed the incomes of secondary earners by requiring couples 
to pay higher rates in comparison to single taxpayers. In Japan, Prime 
Minister Shinzo Abe’s “womenomics” agenda has put female workers 
at the center of the country’s growth strategy by increasing child-care 
benefits and incentivizing family-friendly workplace reforms.6 And in 
Bangladesh, cabinet ministers are seeking to advance economic devel-
opment by increasing the share of women in the workplace through 
infrastructure initiatives, such as bringing electricity to rural areas. 
These projects reduce the burden of unpaid labor by making household 
work less time consuming, thereby freeing up time for paid work out-
side the home.

Countries that have pursued such reforms are already seeing results. 
In India, after two states changed their succession laws in 1994 to grant 
women the same right to inherit family property as men, women 
became more likely to open bank accounts, and their families started 
to enjoy more financial stability, according to a study conducted by 
the World Bank in 2010. Similarly, in Ethiopia, since the government 
eliminated the requirement for a woman to get her husband’s consent 
in order to work outside the home, in 2000, considerably more women 
have entered the work force and obtained full-time, higher-skilled—
and therefore better-paying—jobs. Five years later, women in the three 
regions where the policy was first implemented were 28 percent more 
likely to work outside their homes and 33 percent more likely to hold 
paying jobs than women elsewhere in the country, according to a World 
Bank analysis. These reforms not only increase women’s income but 
also create a multiplier effect, as women are more likely to invest their 
earnings in the health, nutrition, and education of their children. 

But despite these clear benefits, the pace of change remains far too 
slow. Saudi women fought for three decades before achieving a repeal 
of the driving ban. And even after this hard-won victory, the highly 
restrictive Saudi guardianship system will continue to prevent women 
from opening a bank account, starting certain businesses, obtaining 
a passport, or traveling abroad without the permission of a male rel-
ative—restrictions that are arguably more significant in limiting their 
full economic participation than the driving ban. 
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According to the World Bank, 90 percent of the world’s economies 
still have at least one law on the books that impedes women’s economic 
opportunities.7 And despite rapid improvements in women’s status in 
other areas—rates of maternal mortality have significantly declined 
over the last two decades, and the gender gap in primary school educa-
tion virtually closed over the same time period—women’s labor-force 
participation has actually declined, from 52 percent to 50 percent glob-
ally between 1990 and 2016, in part because of the endurance of such 
legal restrictions. 

HELPING WOMEN SUCCEED 

Boosting the pace of change should be a priority for U.S. foreign 
policy—and in recent years, it has been. In 2009, the Obama admin-
istration appointed the first-ever U.S. ambassador for global wom-
en’s issues to lead U.S. efforts on this front. In 2011, the United States 
hosted the first-ever Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation ministerial 
meeting on women in the economy, which led to historic commitments 
to promote women’s inclusion in the workplace, including through 
legal reform. And in 2014, the United States worked with the Group 
of Twenty (G20) leaders to set an ambitious target to increase female 
labor-force participation by 25 percent over the next decade, a goal that 
would add an estimated 100 million women to the global work force.8

The Trump administration should sustain these initiatives and 
develop new policies that will economically enfranchise women 
throughout the world. Although the administration has been justifi-
ably criticized for undermining women’s rights in health, education, 
and other areas, it has acknowledged the importance of women’s eco-
nomic participation. In July, Washington put diplomatic and financial 
resources into the development of the Women Entrepreneurs Finance 
Initiative (We-Fi), a partnership with the World Bank and other coun-
tries that will leverage $1 billion in financing to improve women’s access 
to capital.9 (This program, which the White House has characterized 
as the brainchild of Ivanka Trump, in fact expands on a model spear-
headed during the Obama administration called the Women Entrepre-
neurs Opportunity Facility, which continues today and similarly aims 
to help close the gender gap in access to credit.) 

But to truly generate returns on its investment in women’s entrepre-
neurship, the current administration must adopt a more comprehen-
sive approach. Greater access to capital will go only so far if women 
remain legally prohibited from entering into business relationships 
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or holding positions that are available to men. Indeed, some have 
criticized We-Fi for failing to take on the systemic legal barriers that 
impede women’s economic participation. Others have questioned the 
commitment of some of the partner states—including Russia, Saudi 
Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates—given the gender inequalities 
enshrined in their laws. Trump’s retreat from U.S. leadership on equal-
ity and human rights overseas has compounded these doubts. During 
his May 2017 trip to Saudi Arabia, Trump stated, “We are not here to 
tell other people how to live, what to do, who to be,” at a time when the 
driving ban, along with various other restrictions on women, remained 
in full effect. If the administration is serious about advancing women’s 
economic participation globally, it must tackle laws and policies that rig 
the game against women—and accept the mantle of global leadership, 
which Trump has spurned. 

The United States should start by tying development assistance to 
progress on women’s economic participation, a strategy that would 
also uphold the administration’s commitment to efficient public spend-
ing. Some organizations already do this. For example, the Millennium 
Challenge Corporation (MCC), an aid agency funded by the U.S. gov-
ernment, evaluates the legal position of women in a given country when 
making decisions about whether to provide assistance, assessing fac-
tors including women’s ability to sign a contract, register a business, 
choose where to live, travel freely, serve as the head of a household, and 
obtain employment without permission. This policy has created “the 
MCC effect”: countries enacting legal reforms in order to attract U.S. 
aid.10 In 2006, during negotiations with the MCC, the Parliament of 
Lesotho ended the practice of giving women the legal status of minors. 
And in 2007, to secure MCC investment, the Mongolian government 
enacted property rights reforms that increased the percentage of female 
landowners and allowed for the collection sex-disaggregated data on 
land registration to establish a base line for monitoring future prog-
ress. The MCC model should be expanded to all U.S. foreign assistance 
programs to guarantee maximum returns on American investments in 
women’s economic development.

The United States should also encourage similar reforms within 
multilateral economic institutions. For example, Washington can use 
its leverage at the IMF to make equal treatment for women in an econ-
omy a precondition for obtaining investment and a positive assess-
ment from the fund. The IMF is already running a pilot program that 
includes appraisals of legal equality in the process of reviewing condi-
tions in 20 countries that receive IMF loans. It should extend that policy 
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to all recipient countries, and this approach should become standard 
practice at other multilateral financial institutions as well, starting with 
regional and subregional development banks.

Finally, Washington should draw attention to the persistent legal 
barriers that continue to impede women’s economic opportunity and 
broader economic growth. The U.S. Treasury and State Departments 
could start by releasing an annual ranking of countries, modeled on 
the State Department’s Trafficking in Persons Report. This exercise 
would raise awareness and create competition, incentivizing country- 
level reforms. 

To be sure, legal reforms are just one step on the road to gender parity 
in the global economy. After all, the reforms must be implemented in 
the cultural context that gave rise to pervasive discrimination in the first 
place. And promoting equality on paper will not necessarily improve 
the situation of women in practice. Genuine progress requires enforce-
ment, which presents its own challenges.

Still, eliminating legal barriers to women’s economic participation 
is essential.11 Without these reforms, women cannot establish their right 
to compete in the marketplace. And research shows that legal reforms 
can precipitate broader societal changes, particularly when combined 
with community education initiatives. In Senegal, for example, a ban 
on female genital mutilation, coupled with an information campaign, 
caused the practice’s incidence to drop far more quickly than in com-
parable nations where it remained legal. By encouraging legal reforms 
and supporting grass-roots efforts to shift norms, the United States can 
meaningfully improve women’s economic participation.

In advancing this agenda, Washington should not heed the naysayers 
who claim that promoting gender equality constitutes cultural imperial-
ism. Such assertions ignore the proliferation of domestic groups fight-
ing for women’s inclusion around the world, including in Saudi Arabia, 
where women have been campaigning for the right to drive since 40 cou-
rageous women first staged a demonstration in the early 1990s. These 
critics also overlook the persuasive economic case for female inclusion, 
which is already galvanizing change across the globe.

At the end of the day, women’s economic participation improves 
societies and drives growth. Leveling the legal playing field is not just 
a matter of fairness; it is an economic imperative that countries around 
the world ignore at their own peril. The time has come for Washington 
to act—and to use its influence to push others to act, as well.
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At her food stall in the largest open-air market in Lagos, Nigeria’s com-
mercial capital, Amaka Charles regularly checks her cell phone for her 
bank account balance. She is saving for her daughter’s school fees and 
dreaming of a loan to expand her business beyond crayfish. Every day, 
she passes her few dollars of profit to Celestina, the bank agent who 
daily roams the market to collect vendors’ deposits. Charles calls if 
Celestina is late—she does not want to leave without trading her profit 
for the “bing” her cell phone makes from her latest deposit receipt.

Before she opened her BETA account with Diamond Bank, Charles 
stashed her cash in a drawer or entrusted it to an informal collector 
who, as part of a traditional neighborhood savings program, kept a tally 
of vendors’ savings in a little notebook.1 Neither method was especially 
reliable or secure—Charles often feared the collector would run away 
with her money. Now, with Celestina and the BETA savings account, 
she watches her daughter’s backpack bob on her way to school and 
plans for the future. 

Access to financial services like bank accounts and digital payments 
can change the lives of women like Charles by allowing them to invest in 
their families’ health and education, borrow to grow their businesses, 
and build a cushion to better manage emergencies.2 Such access can 
improve women’s earning potential, help them escape poverty, and 
reduce inequality across the globe.

Yet close to one billion women around the world have no access to 
savings, credit, or insurance, according to the World Bank’s Global 

How a Simple Bank Account 
Transforms Women’s Lives
Jamille Bigio

This essay was originally published in CNN Business.
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Findex report.3 And even as the number of people opening bank 
accounts increases globally, the gap between male and female account 
holders in developing countries has stubbornly remained at 9 percent-
age points for nearly a decade. And that’s the average: in Nigeria, 24 per-
cent fewer women own bank accounts than men; in Bangladesh, it’s 29 
percent. But in India, the groundbreaking digital national identification 
system helped reduce the gender gap between account holders from 20 
percent in 2014 to just 6 percent in 2017.4

Better access to financial services matters not just to women and 
their families but also to economies. With greater financial inclusion, 
women are better able to realize their economic potential, and the 
gains can be staggering.5 The McKinsey Global Institute estimates that  
$12 trillion could be added to the global annual gross domestic product 
(GDP) by 2025 simply by leveling the playing field between women and 
men at work.6

Banks benefit, too, and more of them are recognizing that women 
are a promising and largely untapped client base that can fuel business 
growth.7 Even low-income women save 10–15 percent of their earnings, 
and their balances do not fluctuate as much as men’s—a consistency 
valued by banks. 

The business case has convinced some banks to invest in products 
developed for and marketed to women. Since mobility and time con-
straints keep Amaka Charles and other Nigerian traders out of bank 
branches, Diamond Bank sends agents directly to the marketplace, 
using digital tools in place of traditional branch services. And because 
a recent central bank reform in Nigeria loosened account require-
ments, women can open an account without identification, signatures, 
or forms. Diamond Bank now has more female customers than ever 
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before: nearly 40 percent of the six hundred thousand BETA clients are 
female, compared to 25 percent of its overall customers.

Vietnam’s Maritime Bank hopes to have similar success with its new 
products. Recognizing that there are millions more Vietnamese women 
working in the labor force than have bank accounts, the bank developed 
new product bundles for different customer segments identified by the 
nonprofit Women’s World Banking. These include home-based busi-
ness owners who prize convenience, market traders who want access to 
loans and business training, and factory workers who want help man-
aging their finances.8 

The next financial inclusion frontier is in rural areas far from bank 
branches. As banks shift their gaze to the rural millions without sav-
ings accounts, a simple solution is already in customers’ hands—their 
mobile phones. The potential gains are enormous: mobile money 
paid off in Kenya, where banks and telecommunications companies 
expanded rapidly to keep up with demand for mobile banking ser-
vices while nearly two hundred thousand households were lifted out of 
poverty.9

In Tanzania, M-Pawa customers can open and use a Commercial 
Bank of Africa-affiliated account with just a cell phone and a registered 
Vodacom SIM card.10 They find an agent (many double as shopkeepers) 
to deposit their cash or collect their microloan. Women with access to 
M-Pawa saved three times more money weekly than women with no 
access, according to a Center for Global Development study.11 When 
access was combined with business training, they saved five times more 
money weekly and were more likely to open a second business, increas-
ing their overall profits. They were also more likely to report feeling 
happy and empowered.

Access to a bank account is transforming women’s lives and 
boosting economies from Nigeria to Tanzania to Vietnam. Close to 
a billion women around the world can, if given the chance—and the 
financial services—contribute to their families’ prosperity and their 
countries’ growth. 
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Sometimes children are the best teachers.
That is the case when it comes to financial services for women in Tan-

zania. In the capital of Dar es Salam, NMB has been teaching students 
about why access to banking services matters. And these students, in 
turn, have been teaching their moms about the power of saving.

In Tanzania, where only 34 percent of women have bank accounts—
compared with 45 percent of men—these students are making a differ-
ence.1 Despite a narrowing of the gender financing gap in recent years, 
helped along by the rise of mobile banking, Tanzanian women continue 
to face structural, cultural, and regulatory barriers. 

In interviews with three of these mothers at the Women’s World 
Banking summit in Tanzania, it was clear the lessons had stuck. None of 
the women I met had received an education past primary school (Tanza-
nia has only reached parity in primary school enrollment within the past 
two decades).2 None had been raised by mothers who had bank accounts. 
All of them were deeply passionate about what they had learned.

“I wanted to save money for my daughter’s future,” said Asifa 
Shabas, whose oldest daughter, age twelve, taught her about bank 
accounts after she learned about them in school. “Before I was spend-
ing without a plan. Now I am planning and it is about saving money.”

Other mothers agreed.
“I am a single parent and I want to save for my child’s education,” 

said Salma Mohamed. She, too, was encouraged to open a bank account 
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by her oldest daughter, now thirteen. “Saving money helps me send my 
kids to school, helps me to get medicine.”

Mohamed says she only was able to go as far as primary school. For 
her daughter, she dreams of bigger. 

“I want her to be a professional, a teacher or a doctor,” Mohamed 
says. “I missed my chance at education and now I want my daughter to 
go to school.”

None of the mothers I interviewed had a banking account before 
their daughters came home telling them about the program. They were 
intimidated by the idea of entering a posh lobby and talking to bank 
tellers. They also imagined that banks were only for people who could 
deposit hundreds of dollars at a time. Indeed, a World Bank analysis 
found that, worldwide, 57 percent of women without a bank account 
cited not having enough money as a barrier to opening an account.3

“I thought banks were for rich people, not for poor. Then my daugh-
ter insisted we should open an account,” said Mariam Senge, the mother 
of two daughters, including a twelve-year-old in the program.

She remembers the first time she entered a bank.
“I wasn’t confident at the beginning because I thought I was slowing 

down people who had more money,” Senge said. “I was feeling so shy 
since it was my first time in a bank.”

Since that first visit, she has gotten used to making her deposits.
“I have been able to manage money because when the money is at 

the bank I cannot spend it on things that aren’t a priority,” Senge said. 
“Little by little, I feel it will help us in the future.”



PART II: ID LAW
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Increasingly suspect and violent elections will determine Pakistan’s 
new government on Wednesday. And from the candidate ballot to 
voting rolls, women are missing.

Despite the fact that women in Pakistan won the right to vote 
in national elections in 1956, the nation places dead last globally on  
women’s participation in elections.1 “Pakistan has a 12.5 million voter 
difference between men and women, a ridiculously high gender gap,” 
says Lahore lawyer Saroop Ijaz of Human Rights Watch (HRW) Paki-
stan.2 “One reason for that is the requirement for Computer National 
Identity Card (CNIC) to be eligible to vote.” Even as traditional and 
religious barriers persist, it is lack of digital, legal identification that 
will keep most women from the polls this week—and prevent Pakistani 
women from achieving equality beyond election day.

NO CNIC, NO VOTES FOR WOMEN

More than 96 million residents and expat Pakistanis hold biometric, 
digital, and secure CNIC cards.3 Issued at the age of 18 and required to 
access more than 336 services from the government, it is a must-have for 
modern economic life, from applying for a business loan to obtaining a 
driver’s license—or voting.4

Where Are the Women  
in Pakistan’s Elections  
This Week?
Meighan Stone
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“Despite the significant increase in number of CNICs issued to 
women over the years and the remarkable female voter turnout in the 
General Elections in 2013, the gender gap in voter registration is still 
increasing,” says Aisha Mukhtar of UN Women Pakistan. “Mainly 
because a large number of women continue to remain deprived of their 
legal identity and cannot exercise their constitutional right to vote.”

Discriminatory legal and cultural barriers make women less likely to 
have an official ID and shut them out of political and economic oppor-
tunity. Pakistan is one of only 11 countries where a woman must obtain 
national legal identification differently than a man.5 A woman cannot 
apply without her marriage contract, permission from her husband, or 
his ID card. Without a CNIC, Pakistani women are technically barred 
from voting and other basic functions that men take for granted—
leaving them unable to open a bank account, buy a plane ticket, start a 
business, or even purchase their own mobile phone due to Know Your 
Customer laws.6

Launched by the National Database and Registration Authority 
(NADRA) in 2000, Pakistan’s ID efforts have largely been a success 
story in bringing identity into the digital age. NADRA’s registration 
drives deployed women-driven recruitment vans, but faced numerous 
challenges, from warlords to unwilling husbands.7

“There are some places in Pakistan where women voters have been 
banned since independence and still can’t vote due to [lack of an] iden-
tity card and local authorities who don’t believe women should have a 
voice in elections,” says Quratulain Fatima, a Pakistani Air Force veteran 
and policy expert on gender inclusive development. “Women lack access 
to the internet and have restrictions on their mobility. The government 
needs to fund more campaigns to register women where they are at, 
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going to their homes to get them registered and political parties also 
have to do their part, if they want these women to be their voters.”

CREATIVE IDENTITY POLICY: READY TO PAY MONTHLY  
FOR WOMEN’S EQUALITY

Instead of political party outreach, it was a safety net cash transfer pro-
gram that drove a massive bump in CNIC enrollment for women in the 
poorest Pakistani communities. Launched in 2008 by the government 
of Pakistan with support from the World Bank, the Benazir Income 
Support Program (BISP) is a case study in how innovative identifica-
tion policies can empower more women.

“The government’s efforts have played a major role in incentivizing 
women’s CNIC enrollment through economic empowerment schemes 
such as BISP, which makes CNIC possession a pre-requisite for bene-
ficiary enrollment and subsequent access to stipend and services,” says 
UN Women’s Mukhtar.

Purpose-built by the government to boost enrollment of women, 
only a woman head of household with a CNIC could receive the monthly 
$15 BISP cash benefits.8 It was an unmitigated success, helping drive a 94 
percent increase in women obtaining CNIC and contributing to a total 
of 40 million women in Pakistan having CNIC within just four years.9

Bringing together BISP and CNIC also bolstered women’s personal, 
economic and political agency. Women who received CNICs received 
more respect in their families, spoke up more about household mat-
ters, and, for the first time, felt economically empowered. Since women 
received the funds directly, some 64 percent of women recipients 
reported now having a voice in how money was spent, usually direct-
ing it to food, health, and education.10 And political engagement was 
also an unexpected result of the program, with women wanting to know 
more about their rights as citizens and BISP participants even express-
ing they would vote more than those women who didn’t participate.

WANT TO VOTE THIS WEEK? COME BACK  
IN 18 YEARS

The greatest barriers to women participating in this week’s election 
could be bureaucracy and abject neglect. Pakistan’s National Com-
mission on the Status of Women recently estimated based on current 
CNIC processing times, it will take 18 years to close the voting gap 
between women and men voters. And Pakistani advocates agree that 
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this election didn’t bring the government outreach and education cam-
paigns needed to ensure increased CNIC enrollment and register new 
women voters.11

“In the last elections, NADRA had mainstream media programs and 
advertisements to support women’s voter registration, issuing national 
ID cards, and encouraging women to participate in the process,” said 
lawyer and Digital Rights Pakistan Founder Nighat Dad. “This time 
around, we haven’t seen such campaigns.”

“The voting gender gap could have been much smaller, had the 
government been more active in reaching out to women to sign up for 
CNIC, that should have been done much earlier and been ongoing and 
constant,” agreed Ijaz of HRW. “For the last two years, women’s voting 
and participation has been part of the national conversation, but I don’t 
think the benefits of those legal changes will be evident in this election.”

LEGAL CHANGES THAT WORK: IF WOMEN DON’T VOTE,  
THE VOTE DOESN’T COUNT

Pakistani advocates agree that one way to increase the number of 
women both gaining legal identity and political representation would be 
changing election laws to increase the minimum threshold of women’s 
participation. In October 2017, Pakistan passed an ambitious Elections 
Act, mandating that at least 10 percent of voters in each constituency 
must be women, or the results will be invalidated.12

“Why have they set such a low bar?” asked Dad, who has been 
actively monitoring women’s engagement in the current elections. “It 
should be at least 25 percent and there should be punishment for people 
who don’t allow women to vote. There are entire villages where women 
are not allowed to step outside their homes on election day in Khyber 
Pakhtunkhwa and southern Punjab.”

Indeed, in 2008, not one vote was cast by a woman in 31 polling 
places in Punjab, despite being one of Pakistan’s most progressive 
states for women’s legal and economic rights.13 But recent examples 
show legal reforms are working. In one of the first cases of the new law 
being applied, a local Upper Dir 2017 election in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa 
was invalidated. At the new election, women came out to vote for the 
first time in decades.14 And in 2015, Fouzia Talib voted for the first 
time in her southern Punjab village, after a lifetime of being blocked 
by town tradition and “respect for our forefathers.” She cast her vote 
with court-ordered police protection. As AFP recently reported, more 
women in her town are set to follow her lead this year.15



Women and the Law: Leveling the Global Economic Playing Field24

Dawn newspaper columnist and author Rafia Zakaraia sees cause for 
cautious optimism for women’s political and economic empowerment 
in Pakistan’s demographic trends. “When women come into urban 
areas and get economic opportunity, they increase the likelihood they 
will participate in the political process. There’s increased awareness of 
the necessity of voting and that’s your chance to have some modicum of 
influence on the political process. But even then, the independence with 
which they can do that is questionable.”

In that fight for self-determination, legal identification is only the 
first step in Pakistani women’s political and economic participation. 
Though Pakistan has made significant progress in registering women, 
remaining administrative, legal and cultural obstacles come at a high 
price. Keeping women out of formal financial systems and the voting 
booth robs the nation of crucial contributors to economic growth, and 
the voices of half its citizens.
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The World Bank estimates that one in six people around the globe 
are unable to prove their identity—a burden that disproportionately 
affects women and girls.1 Not only are women and girls confronted 
with structural barriers to obtaining official identification documents, 
ranging from restrictions on mobility to illiteracy, but many also face 
a significant legal hurdle. According to the World Bank’s Women, Busi-
ness and the Law 2016 report, several nations require women to provide 
additional documentation such a birth certificate to even approach the 
government for an ID card, a condition that often ends the fight to be 
counted before it even begins.2 

Life without ID compounds the barriers a woman faces in accessing 
credit, employment, healthcare and education for her children. With-
out proof of identity, women are often barred from accessing basic gov-
ernment and financial services, including cash transfers, pensions and 
educational scholarships.

Recently, new technologies have sought to transform the way people 
are counted, replacing traditional paper documentation with biometric 
data. Leading the path forward is India’s Aadhaar system.

Launched in 2009, Aadhaar refers to a unique, randomly generated 
12-digit ID number that’s assigned to each of India’s residents after they 
sign up. Aimed at boosting social and financial inclusion, registration 

How India’s Controversial 
Biometric ID System Can 
Help Women
Gayle Tzemach Lemmon

© 2017 Time Inc. All rights reserved. Reprinted from TIME.com and published with 
permission of Time Inc. Reproduction in any manner in any language in whole or in part 
without written permission is prohibited. See Gayle Tzemach Lemmon, “How India’s 
Controversial Biometric ID System Can Help Women,” Time, June 22, 2017, http://
time.com/4828808/india-biometric-id-system-aadhaar-benefits-women.



26 Women and the Law: Leveling the Global Economic Playing Field

is free of charge. The system uses fingerprints, iris scans and a facial 
photograph to verify an individual’s identity. To date, approximately 
94 percent of India’s population has been enrolled in Aadhaar.3 And, 
as a result, government benefits have reached their intended population 
more efficiently and more reliably, according to a 2017 report by the 
Groupe Spéciale Mobile Association, which represents mobile oper-
ators across the globe.

Aadhaar is also increasingly bringing India’s unbanked into the 
nation’s financial system. In 2013, the Reserve Bank of India mandated 
that Aadhaar be accepted as a form of ID when applying for a bank 
account. Subsequently, from 2013 to 2014, the number of bank accounts 
linked to Aadhaar increased from fewer than 2 million to 58 million.4 

In 2014, Prime Minister Narendra Modi announced the National 
Mission for Financial Inclusion (Pradhan Mantri Jan-Dhan Yojana, or 
PMJDY), which seeks to provide all citizens with access to bank accounts, 
in part by allowing Aadhaar as an accepted form of ID. One study found 
that the rate of financial inclusion subsequently rose by 24 percent 
among women between 2014 and 2015.5 Altogether, approximately 220 
million accounts were opened under PMJDY by April 2016—the major-
ity in poor, rural areas—suggesting that being able to use Aadhaar to 
open a bank account may be key to financial inclusion efforts.6 

Despite the benefits Aadhaar offers regarding the ease with which 
an individual’s identification can be known, security experts and activ-
ists have criticized the system as “the world’s biggest surveillance 
engine.”7  They contend that increasing pressure on Indian citizens to 
enroll in Aadhaar (for example, an Aadhaar number is now needed to 
open a bank account and, increasingly, to receive public benefits) is a 
privacy breach.8 Critics worry that storing demographic and biometric 
data in a central database poses a major risk to citizens if the database 
were to be hacked, or that it could be used by the government for ethnic 
identification or other purposes that are far less benign than the pro-
vision of government benefits.9 Still, many international development 
professionals, including those at the World Bank, have hailed Aadhaar 
as a model for other countries.10 

In addition to bolstering financial inclusion efforts, the ability 
of all citizens to obtain a national ID leads to a great deal of change 
for the better, especially when it comes to families’ health and well-
being.11 Having a national ID can enable the tracking of vaccines and 
maternal care, facilitate school enrollment, solidify legal rights such 
as the rights to vote and to own property and can even prevent child 
marriage by providing evidence of a girl’s minority status. In India, 
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marriage of children under the age of 18 is illegal, but that has yet to 
stop the practice from happening.12 

Ultimately, universal ID systems have the potential to contribute to 
a virtuous cycle of positive change for women’s lives and families’ pros-
perity. And counting women as part of the country’s citizenry can help 
lead to a more prosperous and stable society—one where women can 
more easily access their nation’s benefits, its healthcare, its education 
system and its banks.





PART III: LAND RIGHTS
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Last month, Liberian women activists marched to the presidential 
palace to protest the country’s 2017 Land Rights Act.1 Concerned 
for communities dependent on ancestral land for food and income, 
advocates called for President George Weah to ensure that legislation 
protects the rights of women and rural Liberians from privatization.2 

From inheritance practices to legal barriers to women owning land at 
all, Liberian women are not alone in their fight. Governments globally 
must reform land rights practices that harm women and hinder eco-
nomic growth.

WHEN THE LAW SAYS NO TO WOMEN  
AND PROPERTY OWNERSHIP

When it comes to property ownership, women are not equal in the 
eyes of the law. According to the World Bank, close to 40 percent of 
the world’s economies have at least one legal constraint on women’s 
rights to property, limiting their ability to own, manage, and inherit 
land. Thirty-nine countries allow sons to inherit a larger proportion of 
assets than daughters and thirty-six economies do not have the same 
inheritance rights for widows as they do for widowers.3 

These legal barriers contribute to a global gender gap in land owner-
ship. An analysis of eight African countries found that women comprise 
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less than one-quarter of landholders.4 In Latin America, the proportion 
of female landholders is about 20 percent, and in the Middle East and 
North Africa region, it is as low as 5 percent.5 And even when women 
do control land, it is often smaller in size and of lower quality than that 
held by men. In countries like Bangladesh, Ecuador, and Pakistan, the 
average size of land holdings by male-headed households is twice that 
of households headed by women.

LAND LIFTS WOMEN AND THEIR FAMILIES  
OUT OF POVERTY

The right to land is about much more than the pride of ownership or a 
property title. A growing body of research confirms that women’s lack 
of access to land not only hampers their economic prospects, but also 
has a profound effect on their families, communities, and countries.

A woman’s income can increase up to 380 percent when she has a 
right to own and inherit property.6 In Rwanda, women who own land 
are 12 percent more likely to take out loans to build businesses, and in 
India, secure land rights yield an 11 percent increase in women moving 
from subsistence farming to selling crops from their land.7 Secure land 
rights for female farmers are also related to higher agricultural produc-
tivity and food security, important drivers of development.8 

This economic stability afforded by land ownership in turn reduces 
women’s vulnerability to domestic violence, poverty, and the impact 
of HIV/AIDS.9 And the benefits to her family are significant, with her 
children 33 percent less likely to be severely underweight, 10 percent 
less likely to be unhealthy, and more likely to be educated.10
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MAKING LAWS WORK FOR WOMEN  
GLOBALLY AND LOCALLY

International legal and policy frameworks help set the stage for local 
change. In recent years, multilateral and global institutions have started 
to recognize the importance of strong property rights for development. 
Unlike the Millennium Development Goals, the Sustainable Develop-
ment Goals reference access to land in its goals on poverty, hunger, and 
gender equality, and in 2016, the African Union formally pledged to 
ensure that women make up 30 percent of landowners by 2025.11

At the national level, many countries have successfully enacted 
progressive legislation to fight discrimination against women’s land 
ownership.12 In 2017, Nepal passed a Finance Act, which offers spouses 
discounted fees if they register their property jointly or in the woman’s 
name.13 Nepal also amended its constitution in 2007, and now grants 
sons and daughters equal rights to ancestral property without restric-
tions on marital status or age.

Recent studies show that updating national property regime struc-
tures can be another tool to benefit women.14 In Ghana, which has a 
separate regime where each spouse can own and control their own 
property, women make up 38 percent of landowners. In Ecuador, which 
has a community regime where property is considered jointly owned 
regardless of which spouse bought it, more than half of all landowners 
are women. Automatic joint titling for spouses takes an opportunity for 
discrimination against women off the table entirely. 

Lastly, at the local level, leaders must recognize that even with changes 
in legislation, cultural practices may not support women’s land owner-
ship. From work with traditional leaders to local land administration offi-
cials, legal reforms must be accompanied by adequate enforcement and 
community outreach to ensure that women and local communities are 
aware of the rights and benefits of women’s land ownership.15 

From inheriting land to a right to own her home, governments world-
wide must change legal frameworks that discriminate against women. If 
the pathway to prosperity involves tackling the most entrenched social 
and economic barriers for women, it is a road worth taking. A nation’s 
choice to leave land ownership to men alone is a sure plan for economic 
opportunity lost.
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On paper, the law is clear: men and women enjoy equal property rights 
under Afghanistan’s 2004 constitution. But on-the-ground reality 
says otherwise, as a combination of tradition and customary laws keep 
most Afghan women unaware of their land rights and far from owning 
property.1 As the Afghan Ministry of Justice estimates, 90 percent of 
Afghans decide land rights according to customary laws—regulations 
developed and instituted at the regional and tribal level.2 For this reason, 
few Afghan women are able to capitalize on their right to inherit and 
own property.

While customary law varies throughout the country, it typically 
pressures a woman to relinquish her share of an inheritance to her 
brothers in order to ensure her social protection in case of divorce, 
demonstrate family loyalty, and avoid discrimination and shame at the 
hands of her community.3 The cultural expectation is that a woman’s 
husband will become her economic provider and therefore she does 
not need her own land in her name.4 According to this view, it simply 
makes more economic sense for a woman to leave her share of land to 
her brothers, who will use it to provide for their families while her own 
husband looks after her.

But this tradition ignores the good that comes from putting land in 
the hands of women. For one, with women’s entrepreneurship on the 
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rise in Afghanistan, land could act as collateral for women who need 
credit to grow their businesses—and in the process create jobs and 
boost their family’s income.5 Second, owning land could help women 
working in agriculture increase their production rates by 20 to 30 per-
cent, contributing to improved food security throughout the country.6 
And third, land ownership by women has been linked to reduced vio-
lence against women, with some experts estimating that a woman who 
owns land is up to eight times less likely to experience domestic vio-
lence, a scourge found all across Afghanistan and affecting nearly nine 
out of ten women.7 

With evidence of the benefits of women’s land ownership clear, the 
question is: how can the U.S. and Afghan governments, along with mul-
tilateral organizations, put laws on the books into action when the law 
is so often left in the hands of local tribal leaders?

The U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID) tried 
to tackle this question with the Land Reform in Afghanistan (LARA) 
project, which ran from 2011 to 2014.8 The initiative established a Wom-
en’s Land Rights Task Force comprised of prominent Afghan men and 
women as well as civil society to advise project leaders on land rights 
affecting Afghan women. The project proposed strategies for bolster-
ing women’s land rights, but it is unclear how much women’s access to 
their land has changed since.

The U.S. Institute of Peace recommends addressing women’s land 
rights within an Islamic law framework, especially given that the Quran 
and Hadith permit women to both own and inherit property.9 As such, 
including local religious leaders in awareness raising campaigns and 
educational programming on women’s land rights could boost buy-in 
from communities.

What is clear is that Afghan women face much more work ahead. As 
the most recent Afghanistan Demographic and Health Survey noted, 
only 17 percent of Afghan women independently own a house, com-
pared with approximately 50 percent of Afghan men.10 This issue is 
often seen as secondary to the conflict in the country and to the over-
all plight of Afghan women. But getting land rights right could help to 
address both the nation’s stability and its prosperity. For all its citizens.
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What do 424 million working-age women have in common? They all live 
in countries with no legal protections against sexual harassment at work.

Over the past few weeks, millions of women have shared their expe-
riences with sexual harassment in the workplace, from Hollywood 
to Silicon Valley to state and federal legislatures.1 Using the hashtag 
#MeToo, women recounted instances when they were subject to every-
thing from demeaning comments to sexual assault, and denied promo-
tions or opportunities when they objected to unwanted advances.

In the United States, where sexual harassment is legally prohibited, 
the #MeToo movement is giving rise to an overdue reckoning with 
workplace culture—and a newfound commitment to implementing 
laws already on the books. Since the movement began, prosecutors 
are increasingly investigating allegations of sexual assault, and numer-
ous companies and professional associations have vowed to step up 
enforcement of their policies.2 Importantly, the #MeToo campaign 
has gone global, inspiring women to share personal accounts of sexual 
harassment in 85 countries and counting, with women in France, Italy, 
and nations across Latin America and the Middle East launching their 
own offshoot hashtags.3 In many parts of the world, however, sexual 
harassment is not only pervasive—it is also perfectly legal.
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According to a new research from the WORLD Policy Analysis 
Center at UCLA, 68 countries—more than one in three—do not have 
any workplace-specific protections against sexual harassment.4 These 
legal gaps span countries in all regions and at all income levels, collec-
tively leaving 424 million working-age women—including 235 million 
who are currently in the workforce—with no legal recourse when faced 
with an abusive supervisor or hostile work environment.

Many working women also remain unprotected against sex discrim-
ination in other areas—including compensation, training, promotions, 
or demotions—which further jeopardizes their safety and status in the 
workplace. The absence of basic legal protections for women on the job 
creates the conditions in which abuse can thrive, since sexual harass-
ment and assault are often presented as the price of admission for a job, 
raise, or promotion. For some women, impunity for discrimination in 
the workplace creates intolerable work environments. For others, it 
may deter entering the labor force altogether.

These consequences matter—and not just to women. Only around 
half of the world’s working-age women participate in the labor force, 
compared to around three-quarters of their male counterparts, and 
sexual harassment and other discriminatory behavior that keeps 
women out of the workplace undermines economic growth.5 One 
recent analysis from the McKinsey Global Institute estimates that 
closing gender gaps in the workplace could help add up to $12 trillion 
in global gross domestic product (GDP) by 2025.6 For national econo-
mies, reaching gender parity in employment could boost gross GDP 
by 5 percent in the United States, 9 percent in Japan, 12 percent in the 
United Arab Emirates, 27 percent in India, and 34 percent in Egypt.7 At 
a time when the global economy is still recovering from a downturn, 
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we can’t afford to ignore discriminatory conditions that reduce eco-
nomic potential.

To reach all 2.4 billion working-age women worldwide, we need laws 
that prohibit sexual harassment and sex discrimination in the work-
place in every nation in the world. And companies should take action 
in all of the countries in which they do business—not just those that 
already have strong laws.

To be sure, outlawing sexual harassment and sex discrimination is 
but one step on the road to workplace equality. After all, as the current 
outcry in the U.S. shows, federal and state laws prohibiting harassment 
went unenforced for decades in a range of sectors, from media to aca-
demia to the restaurant industry. And in many instances, even countries 
that already have laws on the books still need to strengthen those pro-
tections by closing legal loopholes that have enabled sexual harassment 
to go unaddressed or unreported, as lawmakers in at least two U.S. 
states have promised to do.8 

But women and men around the world need more than a social 
media campaign to fight the epidemic of sexual harassment on the job. 
They need the legal tools that prohibit discrimination in the workplace, 
and provide a mechanism to hold perpetrators accountable. As coura-
geous individuals continue to speak out, let’s be sure to remember those 
who have the least protection against workplace abuses that have no 
place in the 21st century.
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A routine audit of a multinational manufacturing company in Nigeria 
found something wrong: women working on the production line at 
night. The company was penalized for breaking the law—in Nigeria, 
women cannot work overnight doing manual labor.1 

The manufacturing managers felt under pressure to meet the com-
pany’s diversity targets. At the same time, they wondered how they 
could promote a woman to be in charge of others if she had not been in 
the trenches with them, on the night shift, at some point in her career. 

The law weighed against female candidates, reinforcing cultural beliefs 
that already discourage Nigerian women from pursuing manufacturing 
jobs. As a result, women remain underrepresented in the sector, and most 
occupy sales or administrative jobs. One Nigerian human resources direc-
tor wondered why the country’s laws would make it harder for women to 
work than men: “If companies can guarantee the safety of women in the 
workplace at night, what reason is there for the restriction?”

This is not just a question of fairness but of economics: a recent anal-
ysis estimates that Nigeria’s gross domestic product (GDP) could grow 
by 23 percent by 2025 if women participated in the labor force at the 
same rate as men.2 The International Monetary Fund suggested that 
Nigeria can make its vulnerable economy more stable by improving its 
low levels of gender equality (it ranks 122 among 144 countries on the 
World Economic Forum’s global gender gap index).3 

Companies benefit, too: according to the McKinsey Global Insti-
tute, greater gender diversity on executive teams is correlated with 
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both profitability and value creation. They found that companies with 
more diverse workforces are more likely to perform better financially: 
they attract top talent, are more customer-oriented and have better 
decision-making processes. Companies gain even more when women 
executives are responsible for the core, revenue-generating part of the 
business—as opposed to support roles like human resources or infor-
mation technology (IT) services.4 

But for Nigeria’s companies, the law impedes more female execu-
tives in core manufacturing roles. Until women have experience with 
all jobs on the production line, managers remain loath to promote 
them, and companies suffer for it. 

The labor law that restricts women from working night shifts should 
be changed, as should several others. Nigerian women face significant 
obstacles to getting a job: they are unprotected from gender discrimina-
tion in employment and have no guarantee of equal pay for equal work. 
If sexually harassed in public places, women have few legal options. If 
women take maternity leave, they are not guaranteed an equivalent posi-
tion when they return to work. On these barriers, Nigeria is not alone—
according to a recent World Bank report, most countries still have laws 
that make it harder for women to work than men.5 

Governments around the world are beginning to understand and 
limit the cost of inequality for women in the workplace. Over 110 coun-
tries in the past two years have reformed laws to improve women’s 
economic opportunities. These changes have ranged from stronger 
sexual harassment laws in Afghanistan to increased maternity leave in 
Peru.6 The Democratic Republic of Congo recently removed some of 
the same barriers that remain in Nigeria today, permitting women to 
work at night and prohibiting gender-based discrimination in hiring 
and promotions.

Companies should do more to promote legal reforms that increase 
women’s economic participation; after all, this benefits women and 
corporations alike. Even in the absence of such reform, companies can 
better foster inclusion. The McKinsey Global Institute found that with 
committed leadership and thoughtful strategies, companies around the 
world have succeeded at improving the diversity of their workforces—
and have profited from it.7 

Nigerian companies are starting to understand the benefits of gender 
diversity. Some have instituted their own nondiscrimination policies, 
even though those are not legally required, and are fostering corporate 
cultures that—unlike Nigeria’s society—encourage equal opportuni-
ties for women. Some have programs to groom the next generation of 
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managers, and have ensured that half the participants are women. Such 
deliberate actions have translated to more women working in manufac-
turing than ever before, without compromising standards. 

“Today, I see young women who are resilient,” observed a Nige-
rian human resource director, “who want to break barriers and to do 
things that their parents didn’t do”—from working the night shift on a 
production line to rising to the top of a company. Laws in Nigeria and 
around the world should enable, not impede, these opportunities, for 
the benefit of not just women and families but entire economies. 

Nigeria can make its vulnerable economy more prosperous by 
reforming the laws that prevent women from fully contributing to soci-
ety. Until then, it is in the hands of companies to lead the way. 





PART V: FAMILY LAW  
AND WOMEN’S  
SOCIAL STATUS
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Gallup and the International Labor Organization (ILO) recently released 
a landmark report on global attitudes toward women and work.1 

Based on a study conducted across 142 countries and territories, the 
report finds that the majority of both men (66 percent) and women (70 
percent) prefer that women participate in paid work.

These results hold true across the world, including in regions where 
women’s labor force participation is notoriously low. For example, in 
Northern Africa, where the female labor force participation rate is only 
23 percent, 79 percent of women and 57 percent of men believe that 
women should be allowed to work outside the home.

Globally, the results are correlated with age, marital status, geo-
graphic location and educational achievement. Perhaps not surpris-
ingly, young women (ages 15 to 29) are more likely to prefer participating 
in paid work than their older peers, as are single women, women living 
in urban areas and women who have reached higher levels of education.

This leads to one question: if men and women largely agree that paid 
work is acceptable for a woman—and women want to work—why does 
the global female labor force participation rate continue to lag so very 
far behind that of men? According to the report, 76 percent of men and 
only 50 percent of women work globally—a 26 percent gap.

According to the study, men and women alike report managing the 
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responsibilities of work and family to be the greatest challenge facing 
working women, followed by the related issue of affordable childcare. 
While variations exist at the country and territory level, views do not 
differ significantly by region or level of development.

Separate research from the ILO suggests that paid family leave pol-
icies could help address this issue.2 In particular, leave that is specifi-
cally earmarked for fathers encourages a more equal distribution of 
childcare and household chores. Flexible working arrangements and 
on-site or publicly funded quality childcare could further reduce the 
disproportionate burden of family and care responsibilities on work-
ing women.

In Brazil, for example, researchers established a causal relation-
ship between childcare and female labor force participation: a study of 
more than 4,000 children concluded that increased access to govern-
ment-funded childcare resulted in an increase in mothers’ employment 
from 36 percent to 46 percent in less than one year.3 Likewise, research 
exploring the expansion of after-school care in Chile suggests a positive 
correlation between publicly funded childcare and female labor force 
participation in the country.4 This trend appears to hold true across 
regions, as similar correlations have been documented in an array of 
countries, including Sweden and Russia.5 

The Gallup-ILO findings and related policy trends discussed here 
are significant not only to women, but also to households, communities 
and countries seeking economic growth in the global economy. Evi-
dence indicates that women are more likely than their male counter-
parts to reinvest higher proportions of their income into the health and 
education of their children, creating a virtuous cycle in which families 
grow healthier and more stable over time.6 Women are also less likely to 
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partake in risky financial investments and more likely to make decisions 
that benefit the entire community.7 

Ultimately, increasing women’s labor force participation can drive 
sustainable economic growth and contribute to global poverty reduc-
tion. This is in our shared interest, as suffocated opportunity is the 
enemy of global prosperity and stability.

In the words of Gallup’s Chairman and CEO Jim Clifton, “The 
world needs to advance gender equality and empower women at work. 
Not just for the benefit of women, but for the benefit of all humankind.”8 
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On Thursday Pakistan’s Imran Khan declared victory to an uneasy 
nation reeling from election violence and vote tampering allegations, 
promising to address economic disparity and the rule of law. “We will 
set an example of how the law is the same for everyone,” said Khan in 
his first televised post-election address. “If the West is ahead of us today, 
it is because their laws are not discriminatory. This will be our biggest 
guiding principle.”1

Despite Khan’s campaign statements disparaging working women 
and mothers, the policy platform released ahead of the election by his 
Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI) party specifically addressed gender parity, 
promising initiatives on women’s education, economic opportunity, 
health care, and legal protection.2 As it becomes increasingly certain that 
Khan will form a new coalition government, he has a powerful oppor-
tunity to deliver on his party’s platform and further Pakistani women’s 
workplace safety—and the economic growth of the entire nation.

WE MUST KEEP YOU WOMEN FROM WORK,  
BECAUSE US MEN ARE DANGEROUS

The World Economic Forum’s 2017 Global Gender Gap report ranks 
Pakistan 143 out of 144 countries in the gender equality index, due to 
its abysmal performance in women’s economic participation, political 
empowerment, and enrollment in higher education.3 
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Why aren’t women in the office or university classroom? One 
reason is the near nonexistent enforcement of progressive laws to 
ensure their safety. In Pakistan there is no such thing as a safe space for 
women and girls—gender-based violence is prevalent both inside and 
outside the home. In schools and workplaces, women and girls face 
everything from groping to demands for sexual favors in exchange for 
promotions.4 Even female legislators are not immune. In parliament 
women are routinely jeered at and criticized for their appearance.5 
And it’s even harder for the many women outside Pakistan’s metro-
politan centers.

“Economically independent, empowered, and working women in 
small cities and rural areas are considered to have immoral character 
and are not given much respect in society due to religious debates on her 
role,” says Noreen Naseer, a professor at Peshawar University, originally 
from the Federally Administered Tribal Areas (FATA). “Even if a woman 
works in an ‘acceptable’ job, she will face subtle forms of harassment, and 
if she chooses to enter a field that is traditionally male, such as politics, 
journalism, or activism, then she will face many challenges.”

According to the World Bank, gender-based harassment and vio-
lence against women comes with a real cost to Pakistan’s economic 
growth, contributing to only 22 percent of women participating in 
the workforce, compared to 46 percent of women globally.6 A report 
released last month by the International Monetary Fund found that 
closing the gender gap in labor force participation could boost Paki-
stan’s GDP by 30 percent.7 

“There is a very strong link between gender-based harassment and 
women’s economic empowerment in Pakistan,” said lawyer and Digital 
Rights Pakistan founder Nighat Dad. “Men don’t let women go work 
in offices or allow them to participate in the public space because of 
how other men will treat them. Men say ‘for your protection, we cannot 
allow you to go work’ in the offices of government departments, or 
practice as a lawyer or in the hospital as a doctor.”

“The problem is Pakistani women are succeeding despite the 
system,” says Dawn newspaper columnist and author Rafia Zakaraia. 
“The system continues to be extremely exclusionary and not particu-
larly interested in making the workplace safe beyond these panaceas, 
like we’re going to enforce the Islamic code of conduct and put women 
and men in separate sides of an office. When you put women in separate 
spaces, they wind up denied the best opportunities they are due. The 
answer is to give them recourse.” 
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MAKING THE WORKPLACE SAFE THROUGH  
THE POLICE STATION AND COURTROOM 

Women advocates, lawyers, and lawmakers have won historic fights 
for new laws to reduce harassment of and violence against women, 
including a 2006 amendment to Pakistan’s penal code on the protec-
tion of women, the 2010 Protection Against Harassment of Women at 
the Workplace Act, and the 2016 Prevention of Electronic Crimes Act 
(PECA), which criminalized cyber harassment. 

Yet Pakistan still struggles to enforce laws that protect women 
against violence in the workplace and spaces critical to women pro-
gressing in leadership, like universities. Even where laws exist, justice 
is often miscarried in the face of “customary law.” Pakistan’s constitu-
tional and formal court protections aren’t implemented due to every-
thing from fear of reprisal to traditional jirgas in tribal areas that issue 
judgments in ways unchanged since before independence.8 

“Legislation has helped address serious issues related to gen-
der-based violence and played a role of deterrence,” said Naseer, whose 
own cousin was murdered in a FATA honor killing. “These are mile-
stones in terms of lawmakers’ commitment to ensure protection of 
women’s rights, but have loopholes that fail to address the issue of gen-
der-based violence in rural areas.”

Women experience enforcement failures from the moment they 
come forward to report harassment and gender-based crimes to police. 
From interviews to medical examinations, police officers often don’t 
have relevant training and even refuse to prioritize collecting evidence 
that can lead to prosecution.9 Victims and their families face social 
stigma and rumors of past relationships can result in no punishment for 
perpetrators. As a result, many Pakistani women don’t report crimes 
at all, withdraw complaints due to pressure from their family or com-
munity, or simply are unable to win their cases in a system that is rigged 
against them.

“There has been progressive legislation, spearheaded by women 
politicians at the provincial and federal levels, to deal with harassment 
and violence against women,” said Lahore lawyer Saroop Ijaz of Human 
Rights Watch (HRW) Pakistan. “But there is a question of enforceabil-
ity that should have happened really already. When the state has anti-
women laws, it poisons the well.”
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THE PRICE OF PURSUING A LEGAL CAREER  
CAN BE VIOLENCE

There are few cases that illustrate the challenges to Pakistani women 
who seek to pursue traditionally male careers than that of law student 
Khadija Siddiqi. Stabbed twenty-three times while picking her sister up 
from school by a male law school classmate whose advances she had 
declined, she refused to be silenced.10 She pursued her case in court and 
used the press and social media to aid her campaign, with the hashtag 
#KhadijaTheFighter garnering nearly two million views. 

Her attacker, the son of a prominent lawyer, was sentenced to seven 
years in prison but then acquitted in 2018 by a higher court. Siddiqi said 
her case showed the overwhelming “stigma against women in the justice 
system, in which the onus is on the woman to prove she is the victim.”11

Without basic protection for their safety in higher learning and 
traditionally male career fields, Pakistani advocates say women won’t 
be able to fully participate in professional workplaces and achieve 
economic agency. “When women do speak up about harassment, our 
courts and law enforcement do not support them,” says Dad, “And then 
men say ‘See, I told you, these spaces are not safe for you. You sit at 
home within the four walls of our house and then you are secure’. If 
women speak up, they will lose the freedom and liberation of work.”

EXPANDING PROVINCIAL LAWS NATIONALLY  
THAT PROTECT WORKING WOMEN 

In addition to enforcing existing laws, Pakistan’s new government 
can play a powerful role in women’s workplace safety by encouraging 
all provincial governments to implement successful legal frameworks 
from other provinces.

On March 8, 2013, the Sindh Provincial Assembly celebrated 
International Women’s Day by unanimously adopting the Domes-
tic Violence (Prevention and Protection) Bill.12 A coalition of civil 
society leaders, led by the Aurat Foundation, and female legislators 
campaigned for the act’s passage for five years. The act articulates 
an inclusive definition of domestic violence that includes “economic 
abuse” for the first time, and established a prison sentence of up to two 
years for perpetrators.

And advocates achieved a big victory in Punjab in 2016, when their 
assembly addressed gaps in the Pakistani legal code through the pas-
sage of the Protection of Women Against Violence Act. Conservative 
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religious organizations like the Council of Islamic Ideology alleged the 
laws were “un-Islamic” and “promulgated to accomplish the West’s 
agenda to destroy the family system in Pakistan.”13 The act firmly estab-
lished that violence against women is a criminal, and not a domestic or 
family, issue.

“Most previous drafts focused only on domestic violence, but I 
wanted to make sure that all types of violence came into play—sexual 
violence, cyber violence, economic abuse, psychological abuse,” said 
Salman Sufi, director general at the Chief Minister’s Strategic Reforms 
Unit of Punjab in a Council on Foreign Relations interview.14 “In order 
to make women an effective force in the economic development of Paki-
stan, we have to make sure that first they are protected.”

Instead of being turned away from police stations when reporting 
violence, the law gave women victims new provincial government sup-
port and protection through criminal punishments and civil remedies, 
from sentencing to legal and medical compensation to GPS monitoring 
of perpetrators. 

OPPORTUNITY TO EXPAND ECONOMIC AND POLITICAL  
PROGRESS FOR WOMEN AND ALL OF PAKISTAN

Women in Pakistan achieved important milestones during election 
week, with reports of women voting for the first time since indepen-
dence due to new legal protections and the nomination of Justice Syeda 
Tahira Safdar as the chief justice of the Balochistan High Court.15 

From increasing the number of female police officers for investiga-
tion of gender-based violence to expanding the capacity of courts to 
address harassment and abuse, Pakistan’s likely new prime minister 
already has a party platform of promises to deliver legal and economic 
empowerment for women.

As Khan said in his speech Thursday, “We have the second youngest 
population in the world . . . they need jobs.” Let’s hope that also means 
jobs for Pakistan’s millions of talented women who are ready to work.
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